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ABSTRACT 
Perceived Political Styles of School Board Members and the Strategies Superintendents 
Employ to Work With Them 
by Roni Jones 
Purpose: The purpose of this explanatory sequential mixed methods study was to 
identify and describe perceived political styles of school board members and the 
strategies superintendents employ to work with them. 
Methodology: This explanatory sequential mixed methods study analyzed quantitative 
surveys and qualitative interviews to answer the research questions in regard to the 
political styles of exemplary rural elementary superintendents and school boards and the 
political strategies superintendents use to engage with their school board members.  
Findings: Examination of mixed methods data from the five school districts participating 
in this study indicated a variety of findings.  The major strategies exemplary rural 
superintendents of elementary school districts used to work with the political styles of 
board members were categorized into four themes, including communication, 
relationships, governance training, and personal mastery. 
Conclusions: It is concluded that rural elementary superintendents who communicate by 
establishing regular contact, listening actively and strategically, and anticipating the 
needs of board members are more effective.  Additionally, rural elementary 
superintendents who build relationships by showing respect and being honest and 
transparent build more trusting relationships with board members.  Providing learning 
opportunities for board members to understand their roles, responsibilities, and 
governance practices and policies will result in more efficient working relationships 
viii 
between the superintendent and board members.  Finally, rural elementary 
superintendents who implement strategies to manage their emotions through reflection 
are better positioned to negotiate conflict, allow time for processing, and allow board 
members to lead.  
Recommendations: Further research is recommended to understand the scope of 
research conducted in the political styles thematic; understand political styles from the 
perspective of board members; understand the most effective ways to implement this 
research through professional learning opportunities; differentiate findings by setting 
(urban, rural, and suburban); and identify strategies specific demographics such as female 
leaders or superintendents of county offices of education use. 
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PREFACE 
Following discussions and considerations regarding the opportunity to study the 
political styles of superintendents and school boards with many populations, 10 doctoral 
students, in collaboration with faculty members, developed a common interest in 
exploring the political styles and the strategies exemplary superintendents use to engage 
with school board members.  This resulted in a thematic study conducted by a research 
team of 10 doctoral students.  This explanatory sequential mixed methods study was 
designed with a focus on nine political styles identified by White et al. (2016).  Each 
researcher administered a survey to at least five superintendents to identify the political 
styles of the superintendent and board members.  The researcher then interviewed five of 
the superintendents who participated in the survey to determine what political strategies 
they use to engage school board members.  To ensure thematic consistency and 
reliability, the team collaboratively developed the purpose statement, research questions, 
definitions of terms, interview questions, survey, and study procedures.  
Throughout the study, the term peer researchers was used to refer to the 
researchers who conducted the thematic study.  My fellow doctoral students and peer 
researchers studied political styles and strategies of superintendents and school boards 
with the following populations in California K-12 school districts: Bradley Tooker, 
Reggie Thompkins, and Tammy Blakely, suburban unified school districts; Jeffrey 
Tooker, high school districts; Regina Green, districts led by Latino superintendents; 
Susan Andreas-Bervel, small suburban districts; Leisa Winston, suburban unified districts 
led by female superintendents; Maura Murabito, ROP districts led by female/minority 
superintendents; and Chris Sinatra, small school districts. 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 
Understanding how groups and individuals interact requires one to understand 
politics and political styles (De Luca, 2002; Fairholm, 2009; White, Harvey, & Fox, 
2016).  Defining politics is complicated by its vast history but includes elements of 
religion, economics, sociology, psychology, power, and influence (S. A. Lakoff, 2011; 
Ryan, 2012; Tucker, 1995).  History reveals a spectrum of theories on politics and its 
impact on the individual.  Examples range from Machiavelli’s description of 
unscrupulous politicians to Thomas Hobbes’s development of social contract theory 
describing how individuals explicitly or implicitly consent to authority (Ryan, 2012).  
Equally important, philosophers have provided frames for thinking about the impact of 
politics on groups.  For example, Aristotle viewed communities, including political 
communities such as cities, as more important than the individual (Ryan, 2012).  
Therefore, leaders need to understand the impact of politics on both individuals and 
groups. 
Throughout time, political philosophers have continued to build on earlier ideas as 
societies and political structures have developed.  Extrapolating from the social contract 
theory formed by Aristotle and Hobbes, John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
hypothesized that political governments were established to help resolve conflicts (Ryan, 
2012).  These ideas and others, such as elite theory and power theory, have formed the 
foundation of modern political thought (Ryan, 2012).  
Understanding political theory is vital to the success of any organization (Ferris, 
Treadway, Brouer, & Munyon, 2012; Pettigrew, 1973).  For example, resolving political 
conflicts that occur regularly needs to be understood and dealt with directly (Boin, Hart, 
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Stern, & Sundelius, 2005; Mintzberg, 1985).  Similarly, decision-making is an inherently 
political process within any organization (Cyert, Dill, & March, 1958).  As a result, 
successful leaders are able to grasp the importance of political theory within an historic 
framework and draw on it to achieve their goals.  
A variety of leadership styles have been studied in business and education 
resulting in a multitude of frameworks to understand the skills, attitudes, and dispositions 
necessary for success (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Brown, 2018; Burns, 1978; Covey, 2006; 
Senge, 1990; Wheatley, 2006).  One of the more complex and essential frameworks, 
political style, is a combination of one’s values and orientation for action in relation to 
others (De Luca, 2002; Treadway, Bentley, Williams, & Wallace, 2014; Tucker, 1995; 
White et al., 2016).  Additionally, understanding this relationship between values and 
action is reflected in modern organizational shifts to become less hierarchical and more 
collaborative (Brown, 2018; Helgesen, 1995; Wheatley, 2006). 
As the leaders of complex organizations, school district superintendents must 
reflect on their own political styles (De Luca, 2002; White et al., 2016) and develop 
strategies for working with their boards (Bjork, 2005; Fusarelli, 2005; Petersen & 
Williams, 2005; Watson & Grogan, 2005; Young, 2005).  Many of these strategies, such 
as building trust and relationships and resolving conflict, are essential to and grounded in 
effective leadership skills (Fullan, 2005; Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005; Senge, 
1990).  Furthermore, a constructive relationship between the superintendent and school 
board is vital to implementing policies and procedures that ensure equitable outcomes for 
all students (Fullan, 2005; Youssef, 2017). 
3 
Background 
The history of politics is rich and varied.  Tucker (1995) posited that there is no 
current “consensus on the essential nature of the discipline’s subject” (p. 1).  
Traditionally, the answer to the question of what is politics is embedded in an 
understanding of Plato’s dialogue, Machiavelli’s The Prince, Nietzsche’s philosophy, 
Marx’s revolution, and many more philosophies (S. A. Lakoff, 2011; Ryan, 2012; 
Tucker, 1995).  Ultimately, having an understanding of politics is vital to the success of 
any organization (Ferris et al., 2012; Pettigrew, 1973).  Consequently, for leaders to 
effectively address conflict and develop positive working relationships, they need to 
consider the political styles of stakeholders if they are to be successful (Bjork, 2005; Boin 
et al., 2005; De Luca, 2002; Fusarelli, 2005; Mintzberg, 1985; White et al., 2016). 
Theoretical Foundations 
Understanding the theoretical foundations of politics allows one to contextualize 
and conceptualize such a broad course of study.  Many different theories contribute to an 
understanding of politics.  Elite theory focuses on the concentration of power within an 
elite class who use their positions of influence to persuade others (Higley & Burton, 
2006).  In contrast, pluralist theory explains cooperation in decision-making and includes 
the characteristics of diffusion of power among many (Polsby, 1985).  While there is no 
formal definition of rational choice theory, it is used informally to also describe decision-
making.  However, decision-making within rational choice theory is deliberative and 
consistent and has a rationalization for the choice (Scott, 2000; Ulen, 1999).  Although 
these theories offer different perspectives about the actors and their strategies, they all 
propose methods for making decisions.  
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On the other hand, empirical political theory focuses on revealing the world 
through observation and empirical study within a political and social context (Archibugi, 
Koenig-Archibugi, & Marchetti, 2012).  Social inequity theory provides a structure to 
understand what occurs when resource distribution or access is inequitable in a society 
and access is determined by various factors including power, gender, race, religion, 
and/or sexual orientation (Hurst, Fitz Gibbon, & Nurse, 2017).  In contrast, Bolman and 
Deal’s (2017) four frame model focused on four constructs for understanding 
organizations and leadership: structural, human resource, political, and symbolic.  These 
various theories provide schemas to help with organizing the way the political world 
works.  
Fairholm (2009) defined power as “the individual capacity to gain our own aims 
in interrelationships with others, even in the face of their opposition” (p. 5).  Similarly, 
Keltner, Gruenfeld, Galinsky, and Kraus (2010) defined power theory as the ability to 
achieve goals even if others oppose them; the power may or may not be legitimate.  
Notably, some researchers distinguish power from influence.  While power is defined as 
the ability to exert will over others, influence is the ability to sway others’ thinking, 
attitudes, or behaviors (Burns, 1978; Fairholm, 2009; Mintzberg, 1985).  Consequently, 
leaders might distinguish between power and influence in their interactions with staff and 
stakeholders to achieve their desired results. 
Theoretical Frameworks of Political Styles 
White et al. (2016) defined organizational politics as “the use of power toward 
and through other people in an environment inside and outside the organization” (p. ix).  
Applying this definition to a school setting, elected board members and appointed 
5 
superintendents continuously operate within the political working environment of a 
school district.  White et al. developed their theoretical framework to help educational 
leaders understand their political style and implement effective strategies for working in a 
political environment.  The framework is based on De Luca’s (2002) understanding of 
political competence, which requires an understanding of self and political style. 
Political styles matrix. White et al. (2016) identified nine political styles (Table 
1) that “reflect a blend of the degree of initiative and goal allegiance” (p. 71).  Political 
initiative is placed on a continuum between passive and assertive.  Leaders can be 
identified for goal allegiance on a second continuum from self-interests to organizational 
interests.  Combined, these two continuums form a matrix of political styles.  The matrix 
represents “intersecting preferences for using one’s initiative and goal allegiance” (White 
et al., 2016, p. 71). 
 
Table 1 
Political Styles Matrix 
Political 
initiatives 
Political styles 
Self-interests Blended interests Organizational interests 
Assertive Challenger Arranger Strategist 
Engaged Planner Balancer Developer 
Passive Analyst Adaptor Supporter 
 
Political style grid. De Luca (2002) provided a theoretical framework by defining 
nine political styles (Table 2).  These nine political styles were developed from two basic 
factors that De Luca found when asking managers for their reactions to organizational 
politics.  The first factor, action orientation, is divided into three values: (a) initiates, 
(b) predicts, and (c) responds (De Luca, 2002).  These terms refer to the actions leaders 
6 
take toward organizational politics.  The second factor, values orientation, includes three 
distinct categories: (a) negative, (b) neutral, and (c) positive (De Luca, 2002).  When 
combined into a grid, the interrelationships between the actions and values are more 
clearly delineated. 
 
Table 2 
The Political Style Grid 
 
Action orientation 
values 
Values orientation categories 
Negative Neutral Positive 
Initiates Machiavellian 
 Manipulator 
 Looks out for #1 
Responsible 
 Obligation 
 Comes with territory 
Leader 
 Play maker 
 Impact player 
Predicts Protector 
 File builder 
 Defensive 
Speculator 
 Grapeviner 
Advisor 
 Counselor 
Responds Cynic 
 I told you so 
 Gossip 
Fatalist 
 Que sera sera 
Spectator 
 Fan 
 Encourager 
 
Advantages and limitations. De Luca (2002) outlined several limitations of his 
political grid.  He encouraged leaders to understand that, although useful, the categories 
are artificial.  Users should see the grid as a guide rather than a statement of fact about 
one’s choices and actions.  White et al. (2016) advocated for leaders understanding their 
political styles related to the matrix in order to predict their reactions and determine the 
best strategies to use in political situations.  However, White et al. cautioned, that 
understanding political styles might not be sufficient.  They recommended that 
developing leadership skills and having access to exceptional role models are also 
necessary for achieving their desired goals. 
7 
Politics and Public Education  
According to Kirst (2010), historically, “American K – 12 education has been 
rooted in local policy, local management, and local financial control, that is deeply 
embedded in our historic national political culture” (p. 1).  However, several social and 
political movements have impacted local management and control of school districts.  
From the Progressive Era to the Great Depression (1890–1930), the common school 
movement was a result of reformers advocating for more uniformity across schools and 
more attention to a “child centered-education” (Bowles & Gintis, 1976, p. 180).  Created 
during the 1930s, the position of school district superintendent was one of several 
reforms meant to professionalize the field of education (Kowalski, 2005).  
Social movements also prompted dramatic shifts in school governance.  Chief 
among them was the U.S. Supreme Court decision in Brown v. the Board of Education of 
Topeka in 1954.  This decision forced the desegregation of schools across the nation and 
reduced but did not eliminate unequal education policies in school districts (Patterson, 
2002).  Furthermore, an increase in the power of teacher unions and collective bargaining 
has restricted the power of school superintendents and boards and may have “stifle[d] 
creative problem solving” (Hess & West, 2006, p. 2) within districts.  Additionally, both 
the publication of A Nation at Risk in 1983 and the passage of No Child Left Behind 
legislation in 2002 signaled the increased role of the federal government in education 
(Vinovskis, 2008).  As a result, local school boards and superintendents have faced 
increased accountability and performance requirements to measure student achievement. 
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School District Governance 
School districts are largely governed by a locally elected school board and an 
appointed superintendent.  According to Elmore (2000), these two entities ensure access 
to learning for all students, direct control by local communities over schools, and 
administer guidance through centralized systems.  However, state and federal initiatives 
can spawn some confusion about where decisions are made, especially those that have the 
biggest impact on instruction and student learning (Fuhrman & Elmore, 1990).  Several 
studies have questioned the effectiveness and efficiency of a system in which most 
decisions, such as standards implementation and textbook adoptions, are made at so many 
levels (Epstein, 2004; Humphrey et al., 2017; Wolf & Sands, 2016).  Yet, Menefee-Libey 
and Kerchner (2015) made the case that the most important decisions are made at the 
local level. 
Politics of the Superintendent and School Board  
School districts are governed by a superintendent and a locally elected school 
board.  Each has responsibilities associated with the performance of the schools within 
the district.  Local school boards have traditionally been charged with the responsibility 
of passing and amending policy, approving budgets, and setting the vision for local 
school districts (California School Boards Association [CSBA], n.d-a; Campbell & 
Greene, 1994; Hendricks, 2013).  Equally important, the role of the superintendent is to 
implement policy, oversee operations, and manage staff (Danzberger, Kirst, & Usdan, 
1992; Kowalski, 2006).  Therefore, clarifying these responsibilities and building 
collaboration between board members and superintendents are more important than ever 
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as school districts struggle with scarcity of resources, conflicting interests, shifting 
demographics, and increased accountability (Houston, 2001; Wirt & Kirst, 2005).  
Developing a productive working relationship between the superintendent and 
school board members is vital to effective school leadership (Bjork, 2005).  Because 
school board members are elected and most often serve without pay, they rely on the 
professional judgement of the superintendent in relation to curriculum and instruction 
(Kowalski, 2005; Petersen, 2002).  The impact of school boards on academic 
achievement was studied by Shober and Hartney in a 2014 report for the Thomas 
Fordham Institute.  They concluded that, among other things, districts in which school 
board members focused on curriculum and instruction have better student achievement, 
confirming the need for active, informed board members who work closely with the 
superintendent.  
Building on the earlier work of McCarty and Ramsey (1971), Glass, Bjork, and 
Brunner (2000) confirmed that superintendents predominantly worked with their boards 
in two ways, as professional advisors and as decision makers.  In the role of professional 
advisor, superintendents worked collaboratively and adjusted to changes in board 
makeup.  In the role of decision maker, superintendents worked to ensure the 
effectiveness of organizational procedures.  This research highlights the need for 
superintendents to clearly understand their role and relationship between themselves and 
the school board members. 
Environments in which school board members perceived the superintendent as 
trustworthy and experienced resulted in more collaborative relationships and longer 
tenure for the superintendent (Petersen & Short, 2001).  Moreover, superintendent tenure 
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has been linked to higher academic performance (Marzano et al., 2005), supporting the 
need for more collaborative relationships.  In her study, Hendricks (2013) found evidence 
that collegial relationships between boards and superintendents in Texas school districts 
led to improved student outcomes.  However, she called for the need to better understand 
collaborative efforts between these leaders. 
The Superintendent and Effective Leadership  
 Effective leaders, including successful superintendents, engage in reflection to 
improve their leadership skills (Senge, 1990).  Leaders reflect in many different ways, but 
the political lens is often overlooked.  Reflecting on and understanding one’s own 
political style is vital to success in the politically charged environment of a school district 
(White et al., 2016).  By understanding their own style, superintendents will be better 
positioned to develop collaborative relationships and effective strategies when working 
with their school boards in decision-making processes.  
A politically intelligent superintendent who skillfully uses strategies when 
working with school board members is critical to school district governance in today’s 
turbulent educational environment.  Implementing specific strategies, such as decision-
making processes, leads to more effective and successful school boards (Smoley, 1999).  
Bearley, Corkrum, and Harvey (1997) defined decision-making as “the act of choosing 
and implementing a solution to an identifiable problem or situation” (p. 6). 
Petersen and Williams (2005) studied what school board members perceived as 
successful decision-making strategies for school board members and superintendents.  
They identified successful superintendents as those who demonstrated social capital 
(value associated with relationships), human capital (value related to individual and 
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collective skills and knowledge), and cultural capital (“habitual ways of being and doing” 
Petersen & Williams, 2005, p. 37).  Thus, strong decisions alone may not be enough.  
Decisions grounded in an understanding of social, human, and cultural capital are the 
most effective.  
In addition to decision-making strategies, conditions for collaboration are required 
to support successful educational reform (Friend & Cook, 1990; West, 1990).  Friend and 
Cook (1990) defined collaboration as “a style for interaction between at least two co-
equal parties voluntarily engaged in shared decision-making as they work toward a 
common goal” (p. 72).  This definition is applicable to the relationship between 
superintendents and school boards because their roles require shared decision-making 
(CSBA, n.d.-a; Campbell & Greene, 1994; Hendricks, 2013).  
Rural Districts in California  
The U.S. Census Bureau (Ratcliffe, Burd, Holder, & Fields, 2006) defined rural in 
two ways: places of fewer than 2,500 persons or outside incorporated or urbanized areas.  
Nearly one quarter of students in the United States attend schools in rural areas (National 
Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2013).  Importantly, more than half of those rural 
students attend school in just 11 states, including Texas, Ohio, and California, and on 
average, half are eligible for free or reduced meal rates in 16 states, including Kentucky 
and California (J. Johnson, Showalter, Klein, & Lester, 2014).  Additionally, 
unemployment and poverty rates are higher in rural areas than urban areas (Cromartie, 
2017), and the ethnic and racial diversity of students has been increasing in rural areas (J. 
Johnson, Ohlson, & Shope, 2018).  
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Eleven counties in California are defined as rural or mostly rural: Alpine, 
Amador, Calaveras, Lassen, Mariposa, Modoc, Mono, Sierra, Siskiyou, Trinity, and 
Plumas (J. Johnson et al., 2014).  Approximately one third of all districts in California are 
classified as rural (NCES, 2013).  Currently, these rural districts are overwhelmingly 
facing an escalating fiscal crisis that threatens to reduce services (Krausen & Willis, 
2018) that most benefit their students, especially those living in poverty (Bitler, Hoynes, 
& Kuka, 2016; Frisvold, 2015). 
Rural California districts are often geographically and professionally isolated.  
This isolation has led to the development of several rural education networks to support 
educators and leaders in California (Romney, 2018; Rural Schools Collaborative, 2018; 
Timar, Carter, & Ford, 2018).  The development of collegial networks focused on 
budgeting and organizational leadership is supported by research (Yarger, 2018).  
However, geographic isolation in rural districts can contribute to limited collegial 
relationships and lead to the turnover of superintendents (Grissom & Andersen, 2012; 
Tallerico & Burstyn, 1996).  Research shows that longer tenure of the superintendent is 
linked to improved student achievement (Marzano et al., 2005).  As a result, rural 
districts need to better understand how to retain superintendents in order to positively 
impact student outcomes.  
Statement of the Research Problem 
While extensive research has been undertaken regarding political styles, school 
governance, the relationship between the superintendent and school board, and effective 
leadership qualities of superintendents, educational leaders remain in need of specific 
strategies to effectively address the political styles of their board members (Brierton, 
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Graham, Tomal, & Wilhite, 2016; White et al., 2016).  Leadership is fundamentally a 
political task requiring those in leadership positions to know how to influence and 
persuade others (Fairholm, 2009; Petersen & Fusarelli, 2005; Tucker, 1995).  As a result, 
if superintendents are to effectively design and implement policies in their organizations, 
it is especially important for them to be able to identify the political styles of their board 
members (De Luca, 2002; White et al., 2016).  
The struggle to understand the impact of politics on individuals and organizations 
has existed since ancient Greece (Korab-Karpowicz, 2012).  This struggle is amplified in 
the educational setting because greater diversity of values and beliefs makes it more 
difficult than ever to engage with stakeholders.  Educational leaders must have the 
political skills to navigate this complex environment and work with local stakeholders to 
design systems to support all students (Brierton et al., 2016).  Superintendents and board 
members face increasing legislative requirements to authentically engage local 
stakeholders in decisions about educational program priorities, school structures, 
accountability measures, and budget expenditures (Fullan, 2011).  As a result, they must 
have effective leadership and political skills to successfully meet these challenges 
(Humphrey et al., 2017; Mourshed, Chijioke, & Barber, 2010).  
Additionally, because school governance teams are made up of the superintendent 
and school board members, productive school board–superintendent relationships are 
essential to effectively address complex problems and ensure the success of students in a 
district (Bjork, 2005; Petersen & Short, 2001; Shober & Hartney, 2014).  It is imperative 
that the superintendent understands the individual and collective political style of school 
board members (De Luca, 2002; White et al., 2016).  Furthermore, superintendents must 
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develop specific strategies to address the political styles of their board members in order 
to achieve the best possible outcomes for students (Brierton et al., 2016; White et al., 
2016). 
At a time when superintendent tenure is more tenuous and turnover rates are 
increasing, the political side of the superintendent’s job is of critical importance (Baker, 
Punswick, & Belt, 2010; Buchanan, 2006; Eaton & Sharp, 1996; Grissom & Anderson, 
2012; Kowalski, 1999).  Research has linked positive, collaborative relationships 
between board members and superintendents to longer tenure and improved student 
performance (Marzano et al., 2005; Petersen & Short, 2001).  Therefore, it is critical for 
superintendents to understand the political styles of board members and develop effective 
strategies for working with them (Bearley et al., 1997; De Luca, 2002; Petersen & 
Williams, 2005; White et al., 2016).  
The research is clear that understanding political styles of school board members 
and identifying strategies to address those styles is essential for the success of 
superintendents and their districts.  The ability of the superintendent to work effectively 
with school board members shapes the course of a district in addressing the needs of 
every student.  The problem is that there is little research on superintendents identifying 
specific strategies to attend to school board members’ political styles.   
Purpose Statement 
The purpose of this explanatory sequential mixed methods study was to identify 
the political styles of superintendents and school board members as perceived by 
superintendents.  In addition, it was the purpose of this study to identify and explain the 
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political strategies superintendents use to work with the different political styles of board 
members.   
Research Questions  
1. How do exemplary rural elementary superintendents perceive their own political style 
and the individual styles of their school board members? 
2. What are the strategies exemplary rural elementary superintendents use to work 
successfully with the different school board member styles? 
Significance of the Problem 
Through careful analysis of the historical implications within politics in 
organizations and governance structures of school districts, researchers have identified 
several key elements of political style and strategies to address those political styles that 
impact the effectiveness of a superintendent.  Kipnis, Schmidt, and Wilkinson (1980) 
identified eight dimensions of personal influence in order to better understand how 
leaders achieve their goals.  They found that the tactics deployed to influence others 
depend on the audience that one attempts to influence.  
Furthermore, Ferris, Fedor, Chachere, and Pondy (1989) identified the importance 
of perceptions of politics in the workplace.  For example, these perceptions can be used 
as a reliable predictor of job tension and job satisfaction (Ferris, Adams, Kolodinsky, 
Hochwarter, & Ammeter, 2002).  Expanding on this earlier work, Ferris, Davidson, and 
Perrewe (2005) defined political skill as “the ability to effectively understand others at 
work, and to use such knowledge to influence others to act in ways that enhance one’s 
personal and/or organizational objectives” (p. 127).  Research related to understanding 
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influence and political behaviors such as exerting power in business organizations is 
growing (Ferris et al., 2012). 
According to Fairholm (2009), research in applied power theory, or power use, is 
undeveloped.  Specifically, he argued that little time and effort have been dedicated to 
learning how leaders “use power in organizations” (p. 1).  One reason for a lack of 
research may be that understanding power and politics in organizations is highly sensitive 
(Pettigrew, 1973).  Additionally, Tucker (1995) classified a leader’s actions as both 
analytic and relational and made the case that political leadership has largely been 
misunderstood as the pursuit of power.  Because political leaders are the ones who set the 
course of action in a time of uncertainty, they are required to interpret the situation, 
formulate a plan, and implement the associated actions rather than gain power for 
power’s sake as has been examined historically (Tucker, 1995). 
Subsequently, De Luca (2002) asserted that political actions combine with values 
at different levels to serve as one way of examining political style.  The interrelationships 
he presented show that the actions leaders take are shaped by the values they hold.  
Similarly, White et al. (2016) identified challenges facing superintendents, such as 
building trust and creating transparency, and recognized the need to deploy specific 
strategies to address these challenges. 
Research clearly indicates the need for leaders, and especially education leaders, 
to understand the political styles of their board members and utilize defined strategies to 
be effective in working with their board members (Boin et al., 2005; Brierton et al., 2016; 
De Luca, 2002; White et al., 2016).  Superintendents who gain political understanding 
and skill experience longer tenure, and student performance improves (Petersen & Short, 
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2001; Marzano et al., 2005).  Therefore, understanding the political styles and related 
strategies to manage those styles could reduce turnover and lead to better outcomes for 
students (Baker et al., 2010; Buchanan 2006; Eaton & Sharp, 1996; Grissom & 
Anderson, 2012; Kowalski, 1999). 
The relationship between the superintendent and board members shapes many 
aspects of the school community, including the culture within the district.  Ultimately, 
culture is the “hidden tool for transforming schools and offering students the best 
learning possible” (Ritchhart, 2015, p. 6).  A positive culture can lead to innovation and 
improvement while a negative culture can result in conflict and confusion.  The results of 
this study can inform professional preparation programs for administrators at universities 
and county offices of education and provide direction for professional organizations such 
as California County Superintendents Educational Services Association, Association of 
California School Administrators, and the California School Boards Association as they 
support sitting superintendents through professional learning opportunities. 
Research shows that understanding politics, power, and influence is important for 
any leader within any organization (Fairholm, 2009; Ferris et al., 2002; Pettigrew, 1973).  
Ultimately, politics is understood within the body of research as the ability to influence 
others (Fairholm 2009; Keltner et al., 2010).  Although the research addresses elements 
of political style and leadership, it lacks emphasis on educational leaders understanding 
the political styles of their board members.  This study identified successful strategies 
superintendents use to influence board members in order for superintendents and board 
members to effectively govern their districts.  Uncovering political strategies that 
superintendents use with their board members will provide insights that may be 
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transferable to districts throughout the United States, ultimately contributing to the 
effectiveness of school governance and positively impacting outcomes for students. 
Definitions  
The following section defines terms as they are used in this study.  These terms 
were collaboratively developed by a team of peer researchers studying political styles and 
strategies of superintendents as noted in the Preface.  The definitions are organized with 
the nine political styles matrix based on initiative and interest (White et al., 2016).  The 
styles are listed as self-interest, blended interests, and organizational interest for each 
initiative: passive, engaged, and assertive.   
Passive Political Styles 
Analyst. Analysts are passive and oriented toward self-interest over 
organizational interest.  They are primarily focused on tasks over relationships and will 
seek evidence, proof, and detailed analysis before risking a change (Bolman & Deal, 
1991; Boulgarides & Cohen, 2001; De Luca, 2002; Rowe & Boulgarides, 1992; White et 
al., 2016).  
Adaptor. Adaptors are pragmatists who generally support organizational changes 
and team decisions provided they do not perceive personal risk.  An adaptor is one who 
presents a passive, cooperative political style balanced between self-interest and 
organizational interests (Bobic, Davis, & Cunningham, 1999; Church & Waclawski, 
1998; Kirton, 1976; White et al., 2016). 
Supporter. Supporters are characterized as risk-averse, selfless, and passive 
devotees, backers, or advocates of the organization’s visions and goals.  Supporters seek 
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harmony and hesitate to take sides though they make decisions and provide resources that 
align with the organization’s goals (CSBA, n.d.-a; De Luca, 2002; White et al., 2016). 
Moderately Engaged Political Styles 
Planner. Planners demonstrate modest initiative in political ventures and are 
typically focused on self-interests rather than organizational interests.  Planners gather 
and analyze data for potential personal risks, putting constraints on decision-making 
(Hackman, 2002; Hackman & Wageman, 2005; White et al., 2016).  
Balancer. Balancers blend self and organizational interests.  Focused on the 
prevention of disequilibrium, balancers use their knowledge of the organization’s culture 
to diplomatically shift their support when needed to maintain stability, harmony, and 
equanimity (Sheehan, 1989; White et al., 2016). 
Developer. Developers work behind the scenes to coach or challenge others to 
build skills that can positively advance organizational interests to which they are fully 
committed.  Developers exhibit a high level of self-awareness of their own knowledge 
and skill (De Luca, 2002; Goleman, 2000; Rath, 2007; White et al., 2016). 
Assertive Political Styles 
Challenger. Challengers are characterized by self-interest, assertive behavior, and 
confidence in their own vision, ideas, and goals, which inspire a strong desire to lead and 
make decisions quickly.  Challengers see themselves as movers and shakers, efficient, 
politically strategic, aggressive, and willing to confront the views of others in an attempt 
to influence outcomes (De Luca, 2002; Jasper, 1997; Meyer, Jenness, & Ingram, 2005; 
Polletta, 2004; White et al., 2016). 
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Arranger. Arrangers use a political style in which they are assertive in pursuing 
their goals that are a blend of both organizational priorities and their own self-interests.  
They build a power base by connecting with many people.  Arrangers will take risks to 
advance their goals and are strategic in combining resources (De Luca, 2002; Effelsberg, 
Solga, & Gurt, 2014; White et al., 2016). 
Strategist. Strategists are visionary, open to new ideas, and collaborative.  They 
empower others and model the organization’s values.  Supporting organizational interests 
over self-interests, they strategically use a variety of approaches to propose new 
initiatives, engage diverse stakeholders, elicit commitment, and make purposeful 
decisions (De Luca, 2002; Dergel, 2014; White et al., 2016). 
Other Definitions 
 Politics. Politics is the activities, actions, and policies through which people 
make, preserve, and amend the general rules under which they live and are used to 
achieve a desired outcome through reconciling differences and engaging others in 
dialogue.  Politics also involves the use of power to influence or to improve 
organizational interests (Duke, 1976; White et al., 2016).  
Power. Power is the ability to mobilize resources to accomplish organizational 
outcomes and influence others to overcome resistance. (Emerson, 1962; Fairholm, 2009; 
Kanter, 1979; Mintzberg, 1983; Pfeffer, 1981, 1992).	
Ethics.	Ethics is moral principles of right and wrong based on shared or agreed 
upon values, beliefs, and norms that guide a leader’s behavior (Bolman & Deal, 2017; 
Brierton, et al., 2016; De Luca, 2002; Duffy, 2006; White et al., 2016).	
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Political strategy. Political strategy is the approach or tactics a leader uses in 
pursuing a desired goal or objective.  It considers both internal and external issues, 
situations, and changing dynamics in adapting a plan of action (De Luca, 2002; Fairholm, 
2009; White et al., 2016).  
Political style. Political style is the way one’s values, character, and beliefs are 
manifested into actions and behaviors to influence others and achieve desired outcomes.  
It is the way by which a leader uses power to engage with individuals, groups, and 
circumstances.  It is the combination of an individual’s commitment to organizational 
interests versus self-interests and the level of initiative and energy that he or she devotes 
to pursuing those interests (De Luca, 2002; Grenny, Patterson, Maxfield, McMillan, & 
Switzler, 2013; Petersen & Fusarelli, 2005; White et al., 2016). 
Political intelligence. Political intelligence is a set of skills and ethical behaviors 
used to achieve organizational and/or personal goals.  Political intelligence is the way that 
a leader negotiates policy, standards, rules, and regulations within organizational life 
while considering the wants, needs, values, motivations, and emotions of all stakeholders 
to accomplish organizational goals (De Luca, 2002; Fairholm, 2009; Tucker, 1995; White 
et al., 2016). 
Delimitations 
The study was delimited to five exemplary rural superintendents for the face-to-
face interview.  Superintendents selected to participate in the interviews have 
successfully identified and implemented strategies to work with board members.  An 
exemplary superintendent in this study is a school district leader who demonstrated at 
least four of the following eight criteria:  
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• Shows evidence of positive governance team relationships. 
• Has a minimum of 3 years of experience as a superintendent in current district.  
• Is identified by the county superintendent as exemplary in working with board. 
• Is identified by a panel of experts knowledgeable of the work of superintendents. 
• Has received recognition as an exemplary superintendent by a professional 
organization such as the Association of California School Administrators (ACSA). 
• Has received recognition by his or her peers. 
• Has a membership in professional associations in his or her field. 
• Has participated in CSBA’s Masters in Governance training or other governance 
training with at least one board member. 
Organization of the Study	
This study is organized into five chapters, a bibliography, and appendices.  
Chapter I included the introduction of politics, the background, the matrix of political 
styles, the research questions, and the definitions of terms used in the study.  Chapter II is 
an extensive review of the literature and research that has been completed on politics, 
political style, and school governance and leadership.  Chapter III describes the 
methodology used in the study to collect and analyze data.  Chapter IV describes the data 
collected, the research findings, and the results of the research study.  Chapter V 
describes the significant findings, conclusions, and gaps in the research and provides 
recommendations for future studies. 	
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
Eminent political scientists present different definitions of politics.  Easton (1971) 
and Key (1967) both defined politics in relation to authoritative power and the ability to 
dictate relationships through positions of dominance or submission.  In contrast, Kernell, 
Jacobson, Kousser, and Vavreck (2018) described politics as a process through which 
individuals “agree on a course of common, or collective, action” (p. 3).  In turn, Geuss 
(2008) suggested that politics is a skill that allows people to survive, and Weber, Gerth, 
and Mills (1991) defined politics as an aptitude.  Whether politics is a status, process, 
ability, or calling, the title of Harold Lasswell’s (1936) book Politics: Who Gets What, 
When, and How captures the essence of politics. 
The literature review begins with the history and evolution of politics.  Research 
on political theories, the importance of politics, and leadership and politics is then 
reviewed.  A framework detailing the nine political styles is examined along with the 
associated political strategies.  The review of literature concludes with an overview of 
school governance, the role of the superintendent and the school board, and education in 
rural school districts.  The literature review provides the researcher with a theoretical 
framework from which to understand the political styles of superintendents and school 
board members and effective political strategies that superintendents use when engaging 
school board members. 
History and Evolution of Politics 
Throughout history, politics has created a pattern of interconnected ideas 
(S. A. Lakoff, 2011).  In the classical Greco-Roman era, political philosophers, such as 
Socrates, Aristotle, Plato, Herodotus, and Thucydides, tried to make life more rational 
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through political thought (Korab-Karpowicz, 2012; Ryan, 2012).  Although none of 
Socrates’s writings have survived, his pupil, Plato, created a political philosophy in the 
form of fictional-theoretical-philosophical discussions including Socrates as a character.  
Intended to support the critical thinking of his own students including Aristotle, Plato’s 
Socrates soliloquized at length about the meaning of justice as the foundation of political 
order and necessary for the common good (Korab-Karpowicz, 2012). 
Plato and Aristotle’s philosophy constituted some of the most important political 
thought throughout history (Sabine, 1939).  While Aristotle has much in common with 
his teacher in studying politics and its relationship to justice, there remain key 
differences.  According to Korab-Karpowicz (2012), Aristotle distinguished his 
philosophical thinking by exploring the tension between idealism (the way things should 
be) and realism (the way things are).  In Politics, Aristotle reasoned that the ideal goal of 
a political government is not just law and order but also reason, justice, and a quality life 
(Tucker, 1995). 
S. A. Lakoff (2011) denoted the next major development in the history of political 
ideas was related to human equality under Judeo–Christian cultures.  Early Christian 
political philosophers such as St. Augustine attained their classical education in ancient 
Rome, which combined both Christian thought and the political ideas originally proposed 
by Plato, Aristotle, and Cicero (Korab-Karpowicz, 2012; Ryan, 2012).  Other political 
philosophers during this era, such as St. Aquinas, were educated more fully in early 
Christian ideals (Korab-Karpowicz, 2012).  S. A. Lakoff (2011) advanced the idea that 
Christianity introduced important ideals of human equality into the political discussion.  
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In contrast, some modern-day political scientists argue that the Bible offers a limited 
view on justice and equality (S. A. Lakoff, 2011).  
Regardless, the enduring importance and influence of religious and cultural 
thinkers on political institutions and structures cannot be dismissed (Philp, 2008).  
Specifically, St. Augustine believed that true justice and happiness as described by Plato 
and Cicero respectively was available only through the acceptance of God and Christ 
(Korab-Karpowicz, 2012; S. A. Lakoff, 2011).  He believed that falling away from the 
holy and saintly and turning toward the mortal resulted in injustices and inequalities such 
as slavery (Korab-Karpowicz, 2012).  
Patterns of ideas and philosophy about politics continued to emerge throughout 
history.  St. Thomas Aquinas rediscovered Aristotle after his works were translated by 
Ibn Rushid into Arabic and subsequently, Latin (Korab-Karpowicz, 2012; Ryan, 2012).  
St. Aquinas believed that intellect and free thought made humans capable of truth and 
virtue only so they could be closer to God (Korab-Karpowicz, 2012; Ryan, 2012).  By 
combining an examination of theology and political philosophy, these two areas of study 
became inextricably linked (Korab-Karpowicz, 2012).  
The Renaissance and Reformation periods marked a transition in which political 
philosophy was separated from religion but also reconnected political thought to ancient 
manuscripts (S. A. Lakoff, 2011).  Machiavelli’s The Prince drew attention to the Roman 
republican ideal of virtu, or civic loyalty (S. A. Lakoff, 2011; Roland, 2016).  Zuckert 
(2011) noted that politics evolved on a continuum from determinism in which one’s 
future was biologically, historically, and religiously determined to one of “active self-
definition” (p. 7).  Machiavelli’s The Prince also marked a return to realism and an 
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acknowledgement of the importance of power in politics (Korab-Karpowicz, 2012; 
S. A. Lakoff, 2011; Roland, 2016; Ryan, 2012). 
Historic political theories continue to echo across time.  The arguments for self-
government as promoted by Locke were opposed by philosophers John Calvin and 
Thomas Hobbes (S. A. Lakoff, 2011).  John Rawls promoted the aim of politics in a 
democratic society as justice just as Plato did (Wolthuis, 2016).  Political theorist Karl 
Marx and psychologist Sigmund Freud argued that religious structures such as those 
promoted by St. Augustine and St. Aquinas were built to keep down the oppressed and 
continue to support the governmental hierarchy (S. A. Lakoff, 2011).  Interconnections 
between political theories may be limitless, but the implementation of theories is 
complicated (Miller, 2003; Swift & White, 2008). 
Importance of Politics 
 A review of history reveals that “politics is a complex social phenomenon” not 
just limited to governments and political parties (Korab-Karpowicz, 2012, p. xi).  
Importantly, politics is both a theoretical discipline grounded in belief systems and “a 
practical discipline . . . concerned with what we should do” (Swift & White, 2008, p. 51).  
Additionally, many researchers assert that politics cannot exist outside of human 
interactions and is inseparable from ethical considerations (Boin et al., 2005; Brierton et 
al, 2016; Geuss, 2008; White et al., 2016).  Seminal researcher David Easton (1965) 
confirmed the connection of politics to beliefs and ethics by designing his 
groundbreaking political analysis framework in relation to values. 
 One value-laden aspect of politics is the concept of power (Wolthuis, 2016).  
Fairholm (2009) defined politics in relationship to power and identified the context for 
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power as individual beliefs and ethics.  As a result, power can be used to determine joint 
action based on values and to change values (Fisher, 2007; Gragnolati & Stupak, 2002).  
Simply put, power is the ability to “bring about certain intended consequences” (Gardner, 
1990, p. 55) based on the values of the one deploying the power (Fairholm, 2009).  As 
such, an understanding of political theory and power and their relationship to values is 
essential to the success of an individual or organization (Ferris et al., 2012; Pettigrew, 
1973).  
 The practical disciple of politics, as defined by Swift and White (2008), moved 
beyond political theory to action.  Swift and White believed that a “political theorist is 
specially equipped to help her fellow citizens make their political choices” (p. 54).  For 
example, politics can be used in action to solve problems, manage crises, improve 
decision-making, and help employees in stressful situations (Boin et al., 2005; Ferris et 
al., 2012; Gaus & Van Schoelandt, 2017; Pettigrew, 1973).  Within an organization, 
knowing an individual’s motives provides an understanding of political activities (B. W. 
Roberts & Robins, 2000).  Leading theorist Jeffrey Pfeffer (1981) connected power to 
one’s ability to attain and control resources as the most important formal political 
activity.  
 Although sometimes viewed simply as part of the social sciences, political science 
has its own specific areas of study about the human and civic experience (Adcock, 2003; 
Almond, Bellquist, Ray, & Roche, 1962).  Classical philosophers framed this experience 
as concerns of both the individual and the community (Korab-Karpowicz, 2012).  In a 
seminal research project, Rosen, Levinger, and Lippitt (1961) identified self-interest as an 
important factor in the social power structure of politics.  Beliefs and actions can be 
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placed on a spectrum of individual interests to community interests in order to identify 
one’s political intelligence (White et al., 2016).  
Although political activities and beliefs can be interpreted either negatively or 
positively, negative interpretations can result in a loss of trust and confidence (Fairholm, 
2009).  Research shows that there is little doubt about the importance of political skill and 
will for modern governments and organizations to succeed (Pfeffer, 1992). 
Leadership and Politics 
 The study of leadership as a topic has long interested researchers.  Weber (1991) 
was one of the first modern researchers to analyze the political and economic structures 
of social life in order to define three basic archetypes within an organization.  Weber 
distinguished leadership from other members of the organization and defined it in relation 
to the level of authority.  The style of leadership Weber described was highly directive 
and charismatic but was also firmly grounded in social connections (Weber, 1991).  In 
contrast, negative charismatic leaders are described as assertive and rash (Popper, 2002). 
 In 1975, McClelland created a typology similar to Weber’s (1991) with four 
stages related to power.  Each of the four stages defined a level of authority and 
dominance over self and others.  He made broad-ranging connections to gender-specific 
actions and insights into power orientations of different cultures.  McClelland (1975) 
identified those leaders who were more concerned with organization efforts as the 
strongest leaders and addressed issues of motivation and social emotional maturity in 
leaders. 
 Although the types of leaders identified by Weber (1991) and McClelland (1975) 
are generally defined by power and authority, later researchers broadened the definition 
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of leadership to include values, beliefs, and morality (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Burns, 1978; 
De Luca, 2002; Helgesen, 1995; Senge, 1990; Wheatley, 2006; White et al., 2016).  
Burns (1978) defined leadership as “a moral undertaking” (p. 2) to provide for the needs, 
motives, and values of others.  Similarly, Bass and Riggio (2006) described authentic 
leaders as those who transcend their own interests and work toward the common good of 
followers.  
 Effective leaders tend to have several traits in common.  They develop a shared 
vision, trusting culture, positive relationships, self-knowledge, and an effective team 
(Covey, 2006; De Luca, 2002; Helgesen, 1995; Kouzes & Posner, 2006; Senge, 1990; 
Wheatley, 2006).  For example, Senge (1990) and Wheatley (2006) emphasized the need 
for deep, personal reflection to understand how a leader’s beliefs and values impact 
decisions, communication, and relationships, among other actions.  Furthermore, Covey 
(2006) and Kouzes and Posner (2006) stressed the need to build trust and relationships.  
Researchers have long disagreed about where these traits originate (Dziak, 2017; 
Mazzeno, 2016), but recent scholarship clearly shows that leadership skills can be learned 
(Arvey, Zhang, Avolio, & Krueger, 2007; Keating, Rosch, & Burgoon, 2014). 
 Political leadership has emerged as a specific area of research within the much 
broader context of leadership.  A politically intelligent leader is one who “uses a moral 
compass to lead the organization in the right direction while considering the wants, 
needs, values, motivations, and emotions of followers and stakeholders” (White et al., 
2016, p. 3).  Regardless of position, a politically savvy leader has the skills to impact and 
influence the stance or action of others (Ahearn, Ferris, Hochwarter, Douglas, & 
Ammeter, 2004; De Luca, 2002; Mintzberg, 1985; Pfeffer, 1981). 
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 Not all leadership actions and behaviors are necessarily political.  Political 
leadership is a social construct that allows a leader to “create, maintain, modify, and 
abandon shared meaning” (Sederberg, 1984, p. 7) with others at work.  Because the 
outcome is one of shared meaning, a politically astute leader must understand the self and 
use that knowledge to “enhance one’s personal and/or organizational objectives” (Ahearn 
et al., 2004, p. 311).  Findings associated with self-knowledge and reflection were 
supported by various other researchers (Covey, 2006; De Luca, 2002; Helgesen, 1995; 
Kouzes & Posner, 2006; Senge, 1990; Wheatley, 2006) 
 Although De Luca (2002) argued that simple awareness of the political 
environment can have a positive impact on leaders, Ahearn et al. (2004) maintained that 
mastery of political skills can be critical to the success of a leader and can lead to greater 
career success (De Luca, 2002; Mintzberg, 1985; Pfeffer, 1981).  Specifically, mastery of 
these political skills can lead to socially appropriate reactions (Zaccaro, 2002), 
assignment of power (Bolman & Deal, 1991), the mobilization and inspiration of people 
to work together, and network building (Ahearn et al., 2004).  In a study specifically 
designed to test a leader’s political skill, findings indicated that political skill has a 
“significant indirect effect on leader effectiveness through leader–follower relationships” 
(Ferris, Treadway, Brouer, & Munyon, 2012, p. 192).  
Theoretical Foundation 
As a complex social experience, many researchers have tried to make sense of the 
political sphere (Korab-Karpowicz, 2012).  This has resulted in a variety of theoretical 
foundations that allow both scholars and citizens to create meaning in a sometimes- 
chaotic world (Farazmand, 1999).  Theories are offered to both suggest methods for 
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making and understanding decisions and provide organizational structures for how the 
political world works.  Theories reviewed in this section include elite theory, pluralist 
theory, rational choice theory, empirical theory, social inequity theory, and power theory. 
Elite Theory 
Seminal theorist John Higley is credited with reviving the study of elite structures 
(Pakulski, 2012).  He defined elite theory related to the minority who hold power because 
of economic or social standing.  His elite theory focused on national power structures in 
which elite individuals were seen as the key decision makers of political change (Field & 
Higley, 1973).  Pakulski (2012), one of Higley’s collaborators, described the tenets of 
elitism as “deceptively simple” (p. 10).  Because of their possession of a large number of 
resources and influential positions of power within organizations and government, elites 
have the ability to regularly impact the outcome of political decisions (Higley & Burton, 
2006).  Although their influence is outsized to their percentage of the population, elites 
cannot, however, ignore nonelites and must craft their message to appeal to a wider 
audience in order to retain their power (Higley & Burton, 2006).  Ongoing study of elitist 
theory has led to a critical analysis of the influence of this group and a deeper 
understanding of how political decisions are made (Farazmand, 1999; Pakulski, 2012). 
Pluralist Theory 
Diverging from elite theory, pluralist theory is characterized by the dispersion of 
power to make decisions (Polsby, 1985).  Pluralist theory has evolved and changed from 
concentrating on the many levels of government (city, state, and federal) to understanding 
the influence of groups as defined by concepts such as geography and ethnicity (Gunnell, 
1996; Polsby, 1985).  Robert Dahl’s (1961) seminal work Who Governs? Democracy and 
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Power in an American City questioned the legitimacy of the elite structures and provided 
a framework for understanding the role within society and government of many social 
levels, including what he calls patricians and entrepreneurs.  Ultimately, pluralist theory 
questions the ability of leaders at all levels to fairly represent and act as advocates in 
making decisions for the wide variety of individuals within diverse communities 
(Hirschmann et al., 2003; Way, 2015). 
Rational Choice Theory 
Another decision-making theory, rational choice theory, describes a process that 
is purposeful and intentional or as the name implies, rational (Scott, 2000; Ulen, 1999).  
Theorists who employ rational choice theory seek to find a “deeper set of rational 
patterns and processes” (Goode, 1997, p. 25) within the social order.  Goode (1997) 
provided an example of Freud using rational choice theory in developing the area of 
psychology he called psychoanalysis to explain childhood events influencing the 
decisions adults make.  In politics, rational choice theory is used to explain political 
behaviors that stem from humans being self-interested and purposeful (Petracca, 1991).  
However, critics of this theory argue that it is too simple and does not take into account 
the complex decisions required in the political arena (Monroe, 1991). 
Empirical Theory 
Empirical political theory exposes society through observation and empirical 
study (Marchetti, Koenig-Archibugi, & Archibugi, 2012).  Bernard (1950) framed his 
definition of empirical theory as a question about whether the scientific method and 
traditions of science can be used to order the social world.  For example, he wondered 
whether creating a dichotomy between nature and society, or culture, was realistic and, 
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ultimately, an unhelpful distinction (Bernard, 1950).  Morrell (1999) theorized that 
empirical data must be linked to participation in democratic activities in order for them to 
be useful and valuable because simple observation is not enough. 
Social Inequity Theory 
Theorists who study social inequity strive to understand the variety of factors, 
such as power, gender, race, religion, and/or sexual orientation, that determine who in 
society has equitable access to resources (Hurst et al., 2017).  Although past research has 
focused on the causes of inequity, more current research is documenting and studying the 
impact of inequity (Neckerman, 2004).  Academics have found that one inequity often 
leads to further inequities (Kane, 2004; Meyers, Rosenbaum, Ruhm, & Waldfogel, 2004).  
For example, parents who cannot afford childcare are often hindered in improving their 
own employment opportunities as well as their children’s access to education (Meyers, 
2004).  The consequences of social inequity are severe and impact the health and well-
being of individuals and communities, resulting in conflict to rebalance power structures 
(Hurst et al., 2017). 
Power Theory 
Understanding power depends a great deal on perspective.  The expansion of 
political power may be good for those in power but not for those who are forced to give 
up power (Arendt, 1946).  Oftentimes, current research regarding power is about who has 
power and how to acquire, keep, and increase it (Dilenschneider, 1994).  In the 1950s, 
seminal researchers Floyd Hunter and C. Wright Mills angered politicians, sociologists, 
and communities in making their case that “business dominates local and national 
governments in the United States in a very direct way” (Domhoff, 2007, p. 1).  Because 
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power structures vary from community to community, there is no one design; rather, 
power structure research attempts to describe networks of people and institutes and how 
they relate to one another. 
Political Frames 
Leaders and researchers endeavor to understand the impact of politics and power 
at all levels of an organization.  Published in 2017, Lee Bolman and Terrence Deal’s 
Reframing Organizations: Artistry, Choice and Leadership created the four-frame model 
to understand different perspectives from within an organization.  The four frames are 
outlined in Table 3. 
 
Table 3 
Bolman and Deal’s Four-Frame Model  
Frame Descriptions 
Structural Focuses on how change happens. 
Designs strategy, establishes measurable goals and clarifies tasks, roles, 
and responsibilities. 
Creates systems and processes. 
Human resources Emphasizes the needs of employees and staff. 
Focuses on distributing power equitably and supporting success. 
Addresses individual needs, personal growth, and job satisfaction. 
Political Attends to surfacing and resolving conflicts, especially during times of 
stress. 
Provides strategies to build coalitions and strong teams to support the 
leader’s initiatives.  
Symbolic Concentrates on developing a sense of purpose and meaning for staff. 
Develops means to motivate and inspire people through recognition and 
celebration. 
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 Bolman and Deal (2017) asserted that a leader must be familiar with and able to 
utilize each of the frames individually or simultaneously depending on what is warranted 
by the situation.  Asking the right questions and understanding the issues at play are vital 
to the successful deployment of the model.  Success is achieved when an organization is 
effective and accomplishes its goals. 
 The power use model by Fairholm (2009) is another frame to better understand 
politics based on the power deployed and actions taken by a leader.  The descriptive 
model is structured to recognize the impact of personal factors such as experience and 
competence and situational factors such as values, beliefs, and relationships.  Fairholm 
argued that because political power is complex, leaders could use this model to develop 
their political skills and improve their effectiveness with staff and stakeholders as 
depicted in Figure 1. 
 
 3. 
PERSONAL FACTORS 
(Experience, competence) 
 
1. 
DECISION OR CHOICE 
 4. 
ACTION 
 2. 
SITUATIONAL FACTORS 
(Values, beliefs, relationships) 
 
Figure 1. Power use model. 
 
Theoretical Frameworks of Political Styles 
 Recognizing the connection between politics and moral principles, ancient 
political theory encompassed debates about the “ethical achievements” (Korab-
Karpowicz, 2012, p. 12) of citizens, leaders, and their communities (Tucker, 1995).  
Building on these ideas, modern cognitive scientist George Lakoff (2010) made the case 
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in his influential book The Political Mind: Why You Can’t Understand 21st-Century 
Politics With an 18th-Century Brain that political decision-making is purely an emotional 
endeavor tied to moral thought.  Similarly, Westen’s (2008) investigation determined that 
emotion and values impact political decisions in the form of election outcomes.  
 On the other hand, politics is not just theory and conjecture about values.  It also 
requires political leaders to take action (Pfeffer, 1992; Tucker, 1995).  Even Socrates 
recognized politics as active, not passive (Korab-Karpowicz, 2012).  Once decisions are 
made based on values, political power is used to mobilize action and deploy resources 
(Pettigrew, 1973).  The desire to study the connection between politics, values, and 
actions has resulted in the creation of a variety of frameworks, matrixes, and models (De 
Luca, 2002; Fairholm, 2009; White et al., 2016). 
The goal of a framework of this type is to organize previous research to 
demonstrate an understanding of the underlying concepts (McMillian & Schumacher, 
2010).  In 2002, De Luca designed his political style grid to identify the interrelationship 
of values and actions in order to better understand effective leadership.  White et al. 
(2016) constructed their political styles matrix to analyze the relationship between “the 
degree of initiative and goal allegiance” (p. 71). 
Political Styles Matrix 
Transforming political power into action is precarious for leaders (Ferris et al., 
2012; Pettigrew, 1973; Pfeffer, 1992; Tucker, 1995).  However, by reflecting on and 
developing one’s political style and selecting the most appropriate political strategies, 
leaders are better positioned to make decisions that consider “the wants, needs, values, 
motivations, and emotions of followers and stakeholders” (White et al., 2016, p. 3).  
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Those leaders with greater political skills arouse trust and confidence in others (Ahearn et 
al., 2004) and have more career success (Braddy & Campbell, 2014; Mintzberg, 1983; 
Pfeffer, 1992). 
The nine political styles (Table 1, repeated here for ease of reference) by White et 
al. (2016) were developed to account for an individual’s identification across two 
continuums: goal allegiance and political initiative.  The first continuum describes the 
basis for setting goals.  This continuum includes three means for making decisions 
ranging from self-interests to blended interests to organizational interests.  The political 
initiative continuum is made up of three distinct styles: passive, moderately engaged, and 
assertive (see Tables 4-6).  Organized into a matrix, the intersecting goal allegiance and 
political initiative determine a person’s political style (White et al., 2016). 
 
Table 1 
Political Styles Matrix 
Political 
initiatives 
Political styles 
Self-interests Blended interests Organizational interests 
Assertive Challenger Arranger Strategist 
Engaged Planner Balancer Developer 
Passive Analyst Adaptor Supporter 
 
What White et al. (2016) labeled “Goal Allegiance” (p. 69) has been 
differentiated as far back as ancient Greece.  Thucydides and Aristotle acknowledged a 
distinction between self-interest or self-centered action as wrong and fair or noble actions 
in relation to the benefit of others as good (Korab-Karpowicz, 2012).  Additionally, 
prominent researchers have identified transcending one’s own interests while doing the 
right thing for followers as a trait of effective leadership (Bass, 1998; Bass & Riggio,  
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Table 4 
Passive Political Styles 
Style Definition Citations 
Analyst Analysts are passive and oriented toward self-
interest over organizational interest.  They are 
primarily focused on tasks over relationships and 
will seek evidence, proof, and detailed analysis 
before risking a change. 
Bolman & Deal, 1991; 
Boulgarides & Cohen, 2001; 
De Luca, 2002; Rowe & 
Boulgarides, 1992; White et 
al., 2016 
Adaptor Adaptors are pragmatists who generally support 
organizational changes and team decisions, 
provided they do not perceive personal risk.  An 
adaptor is one who presents a passive, cooperative 
political style balanced between self-interest and 
organizational interests. 
Bobic et al., 1999; Church & 
Waclawski, 1998; Kirton, 
1976; White et al., 2016 
Supporter Supporters are characterized as risk-averse, 
selfless, and passive devotees, backers, or 
advocates of the organization’s visions and goals.  
Supporters seek harmony and hesitate to take sides, 
though they make decisions and provide resources 
that align with the organization’s goals. 
CSBA, n.d.-a; De Luca, 
2002; White et al., 2016 
 
 
Table 5 
Moderately Engaged Political Styles 
Style Definition Citations 
Planner Planners demonstrate modest initiative in political 
ventures and are typically focused on self-interests 
rather than organizational interests.  Planners 
gather and analyze data for potential personal 
risks, putting constraints on decision-making.   
Hackman, 2002; Hackman 
& Wageman, 2005; White et 
al., 2016 
Balancer Balancers blend self and organizational interests.  
Focused on the prevention of disequilibrium, 
balancers use their knowledge of the 
organization’s culture to diplomatically shift their 
support when needed to maintain stability, 
harmony, and equanimity. 
Sheehan, 1989; White et al., 
2016 
Developer Developers work behind the scenes to coach or 
challenge others to build skills that can positively 
advance organizational interests to which they are 
fully committed.  Developers exhibit a high level 
of self-awareness of their own knowledge and 
skill. 
De Luca, 2002; Goleman, 
2000; Rath, 2007; White et 
al., 2016 
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Table 6 
Assertive Political Styles 
Style Definition Citations 
Challenger Challengers are characterized by self-interest, 
assertive behavior, and confidence in their own 
vision, ideas, and goals, which inspire a strong 
desire to lead and make decisions quickly.  
Challengers see themselves as movers and 
shakers, efficient, politically strategic, aggressive, 
and willing to confront the views of others in an 
attempt to influence outcomes. 
De Luca, 2002; Jasper, 
1997; Meyer et al., 2005; 
Polletta, 2004; White et al., 
2016 
Arranger Arrangers use a political style in which they are 
assertive in pursuing their goals that are a blend of 
both organizational priorities and their own self-
interests.  They build a power base by connecting 
with many people.  Arrangers will take risks to 
advance their goals and are strategic in combining 
resources. 
De Luca, 2002; Effelsberg et 
al., 2014; White et al., 2016 
Strategist Strategists are visionary, open to new ideas, and 
collaborative.  They empower others and model 
the organization’s values.  Supporting 
organizational interests over self-interests, they 
strategically use a variety of approaches to 
propose new initiatives, engage diverse 
stakeholders, elicit commitment, and make 
purposeful decisions. 
De Luca, 2002; Dergel, 
2014; White et al., 2016 
 
 
2006; Burns, 1978).  Identification on this continuum can reveal a leader’s prioritization 
of organizational interests over self-interests in many different situations (White et al., 
2016). 
 Historically, leadership was characterized by authoritarian, assertive behavior that 
could be quite impetuous with leaders making decisions and taking action in isolation 
from stakeholder input (Bass, 1998; House & Howell, 1992; McClelland, 1975; Popper, 
2002).  According to White et al. (2016), such power- and action-oriented behaviors may 
not be “tempered by patience and reason” (p. 70), and leaders’ actions may alienate 
followers and stakeholders.  In contrast, passive leaders may not be able to achieve the 
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impact they want due to their docile response (De Luca, 2002; White et al., 2016).  As a 
result, White et al. (2016) acknowledged that individuals will move across the continuum 
depending on the context of their current situation in order to achieve their desired 
results. 
Political Style Grid 
White et al. (2016) contrasted their political styles matrix to De Luca’s (2002) 
political style grid (Table 2, repeated here for ease of reference).  Although both 
incorporated structures related to values and beliefs, De Luca’s model is designed to 
reflect the actions of leaders as defined from a negative to positive viewpoint.  For 
example, Machiavellian on De Luca’s grid is an active leader who leads from a 
“deceptive” or “unscrupulous” position (p. 16).  On the opposite end of the grid, a leader 
is also active but typically cares “about something larger” (p. 20).  While De Luca’s grid 
provided a scale to understand the impact of a leader’s actions, White et al. (2016) 
grounded their matrix in the goals that determine political action. 
 
Table 2 
The Political Style Grid 
 
Action orientation 
values 
Values orientation categories 
Negative Neutral Positive 
Initiates Machiavellian 
 Manipulator 
 Looks out for #1 
Responsible 
 Obligation 
 Comes with territory 
Leader 
 Play maker 
 Impact player 
Predicts Protector 
 File builder 
 Defensive 
Speculator 
 Grapeviner 
Advisor 
 Counselor 
Responds Cynic 
 I told you so 
 Gossip 
Fatalist 
 Que sera sera 
Spectator 
 Fan 
 Encourager 
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Politics and Public Education 
Citizens in the United States recognize the importance of education to transmit 
values, raise individuals out of poverty, and create job security (Felix & Pope, 2010; 
Saltman, 2018; Sherman, 2009).  In addition to having cultural and economic value, 
Saltman (2018) argued that politics “is at the heart of the critical perspective on 
education” (p. 2).  As such, education is vulnerable to many of the same historic, social, 
economic, and political changes as any other area of government (McLendon & Cohen-
Vogel, 2008). 
History of Public Education 
The Massachusetts Bay Colony first passed laws requiring public schools be 
established in 1647 (Gruenbaum, 1974).  In addition to teaching reading, writing, and 
basic computation, early schools focused on religion and morality.  More standardized 
instruction in subject areas like mathematics and reading was introduced in the 1850s 
(Gemberling, Smith, & Villani, 2000).  Regardless of curriculum, however, early 
educational opportunities were limited for girls, African Americans, and those considered 
minorities (Stratton, 2016).  
State constitutions provided the authority to establish compulsory education and 
maintain schools (Steffes, 2012).  For example, by 1900, 31 states required children to 
attend school, and the demand for public education continued to increase (Gemberling et 
al., 2000).  Curriculum expanded to include geography, history, and civics as a path to 
transmit values related to patriotism and good citizenship (Stratton, 2016).  Educational 
opportunities continued to grow with the building of high schools in mostly metropolitan 
areas so that by 1940, 50% of adolescents graduated from high school (Herbst, 1996).  In 
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2017, the U.S. Department of Education reported that 84.6% of students earned diplomas 
in 4 years (NCES, 2013).  However, barriers to equal access in education persist with 
2017 graduation rates for African American (78%), Hispanic (80%), and American 
Indian (72%) students being significantly lower than the average graduation rate (NCES, 
2013). 
State and federal policies have attempted to provide more equitable outcomes for 
students (McLendon & Cohen-Vogel, 2008; Steffes, 2012).  These efforts are 
exemplified by the U.S. Supreme Court decision in the Brown v. the Board of Education 
of Topeka in 1954 (Patterson, 2002).  Although the original decision forced the 
desegregation of schools, the promise offered in the Brown decision has not fully 
materialized.  Researchers from UCLA’s Civil Rights Project released a report in 2019 
that many schools remain locked in de facto segregation, negatively impacting education 
outcomes for students of color (Frankenberg, Ee, Ayscue, & Orfield, 2019).  National 
systemic reform efforts such as incentive pay for teachers, more rigorous common 
standards, and punitive measures associated with low test scores have been ineffective 
and even harmful, furthering the divide between White students and students of color 
(Bryk et al., 2010; McLendon & Cohen-Vogel, 2008; Schoen & Fusarelli, 2008). 
Political Structures of Public Education 
Education is largely decentralized in the United States with many policy decisions 
residing at the state and local level (Pierson, 1995).  However, state and local decisions 
can also be influenced by federal education policy such as No Child Left Behind or the 
Every Student Succeeds Act (McCarthy, 2008; McLendon & Cohen-Vogel, 2008).  
According to the U.S. Department of Education, it is the responsibility of state and local 
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governments to “establish schools and colleges, develop curricula, and determine 
requirements for enrollment and graduation” (U.S. Department of Education [USDOE], 
2017).  States and local governments provide 92% of funding for schools.  The role of the 
federal government is to provide targeted funding to address shortcomings in state and 
local support (USDOE, 2017).  
In 2013, California enacted the Local Control Funding Formula educational 
policy, which made significant changes in how the state funds and supports local districts 
(Legislative Analyst’s Office [LAO], 2013).  These changes provided more decision-
making power for local school boards and empowered communities to become a part of 
the decision-making structure (Humphrey et al., 2017; Knudson, 2014).  As a result, 
researchers found that these changes are starting to have “a measurable positive impact 
on students’ academic achievement and graduation rates, improving outcomes and 
narrowing gaps” (R. C. Johnson & Tanner, 2018).  
School District Governance  
 Elected school boards have been part of the educational governance structure 
since Massachusetts first established school committees in 1826 (Gemberling, et al., 
2000).  As this successful model proliferated, local governing boards were tasked with 
ensuring that students were prepared to become informed and active citizens (CSBA, 
n.d.-b; Tyack, 2003).  Specifically, the authority of these local boards to enact education 
policy is the result of state policy (Meier, 2003).  In addition to the locally elected school 
board, districts are governed by an appointed superintendent.  Together, the board and 
superintendent are charged with overseeing the development and implementation of the 
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budget, curriculum, and teaching standards and to ensure that all students receive the 
education to which they are entitled (Kirst, 2010; Kowalski & Brunner, 2011). 
Governance Structures 
As the elected officials, the governing school board appoints the superintendent.  
The school board is tasked with setting and overseeing policy, and the superintendent is 
responsible for implementing those policies (Petersen & Fusarelli, 2001).  Beyond these 
managerial tasks, school boards and superintendents can provide strategic leadership such 
as setting a clear vision and ensuring accountability (Renz, 2007).  Some researchers 
suggest that school boards fall on a continuum from highly managerial to highly 
administrative (Frederickson, Johnson, & Wood, 2004; Nelson & Nollenberger, 2011). 
Effective Governance 
An effective governance structure made up of the school board and 
superintendent has been shown to have a positive impact on student outcomes (Hofman, 
Hofman, & Guldemond, 2002).  However, this structure has challenges.  In the 1930s, 
school districts increased in size but decreased in overall number, resulting in school 
boards representing larger numbers of residents within a community (Kirst, 2008).  
Subsequently, school board members became less effective (Kirst, 1994).  Ärlestig et al. 
(2014) found that a key agent in the governance structure is the superintendent.  Yet, 
Griffin (2005) found that frequent turnover of elected board members (every 2-4 years) 
and relatively short superintendent tenure (3-6 years on average) can limit student 
success. 
 The California School Boards Association (n.d.-b) called for school boards to 
adopt a framework that includes establishing a set of governance commitments and 
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governing decisions to increase their own capacity for effective governance.  These 
governance commitments included the following: 
1. Embrace a common set of core beliefs. 
2. Build and sustain productive partnerships. 
3. Reach clear internal agreements. (Maricle, 2014, p. 4) 
The governing decisions included the following: 
1. Set direction. 
2. Align all district resources and policies. 
3. Establish a comprehensive framework for accountability. (Maricle, 2014, p. 4) 
Politics of the Superintendent and School Board  
Superintendent-Board Relations 
Although the relationship between the superintendent and the school board has 
evolved, it remains a cornerstone of school governance (Callahan, 1966).  It is quite clear 
that the relationship between the superintendent and the board is vital to student success 
(Hofman et al., 2002).  Whether in media reports or academic research, the relationship 
between school board members and superintendents can often be portrayed negatively 
(Bjork, 2005; Boyd, 1974; Kowalski, 1995; Mountford, 2004; Mountford & Brunner, 
1999).  Nonetheless, in their seminal study, Glass et al. (2000) found that of the 
superintendents evaluated annually by their boards, 69% received “excellent” ratings, and 
22% received “good” ratings.  They also found a close match between the 
superintendents’ self-perceptions of performance and the boards’ perception of 
superintendent’s performance.  Paradoxically, in the same study, 30% of superintendents 
indicated that their school board members were not qualified for their positions.  
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Although this is concerning, it may also support calls for board members to increase their 
capacity through professional learning and training (CSBA, n.d.-b). 
Superintendent and Board Roles 
The role of school boards can be misunderstood and misinterpreted and has 
resulted in education associations advocating for clarification (CSBA, n.d.-b; Ehrensal & 
First, 2008).  School boards serve as the link between the community’s interests and 
values and those of the school (Meador, 2019).  School boards coordinate with school 
district leadership and staff to design and pass policies to direct all aspects of a district’s 
work (Gemberling et al., 2000).  School boards are also tasked with creating board 
policies to guide instruction and management of the district and recruiting and hiring a 
superintendent to implement the policies of the district (Gemberling et al., 2000).  
The perceived role of the superintendent is to ensure that a high-quality education 
is provided to all students.  The Commission on Teacher Credentialing and the California 
Department of Education, and the Association of California School Administrators 
(Rosin, Frey, & Wilson, 2007) recognized that superintendents carry out all tasks 
necessary to manage the business of the district.  Frequently, superintendents spend time 
dealing with resistance to change, supporting implementation of curriculum, and creating 
a district focus (Thomas, 2016).  In their definitive study, Kowalski and Bjork (2005) 
found the following skills and characteristics associated with the superintendents’ roles: 
1. “Teacher–scholar” to support pedagogy, implementation of curriculum, professional 
learning, and high-quality teaching; 
2. “Manager” to administer personnel issues, participate in collective bargaining, and 
uphold the law; 
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3. “Democratic leader” to interact with the community, collaboratively make decisions, 
and manage political issues; 
4. “Applied social scientist” to collect and analyze qualitative and quantitative data 
related to student achievement and keep abreast of the latest behavioral science; 
5. “Communicator” to effectively communicate in verbal and written form and speak 
publicly; and,  
6. “Multi-role” to lead change, motivate staff, be culturally sensitive, and make ethical 
decisions (p. 87).  
Challenges and Conflict 
Because the relationship between the board and the superintendent is inherently 
political, conflicts and challenges often arise (White et al., 2016).  Researchers have 
identified different possible reasons for these conflicts.  Elected school board members 
often receive little, if any, compensation (Glass et al., 2000), and their desire to serve on 
the board may be driven by an interest in power (Mountford, 2004).  The resulting power 
struggle between board members and the superintendent may give rise to strained 
relationships and difficulty working together (Mountford, 2004).  
Scholars have identified the importance of a superintendent’s leadership ability to 
communicate effectively with his or her board (Campbell & Greene, 1994; Petersen & 
Short, 2001).  In a survey, 62% of superintendents surprisingly report spending 3 or 
fewer hours each week communicating directly with the board (Glass & Bjork, 2000).  
Poor communication may result in increased conflict and an inability for both the board 
members and the superintendent to fulfill their roles appropriately (Kowalski, 2005; 
Mountford, 2004).  
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Superintendent turnover. Traditionally, superintendents have been career 
educators, moving directly from a principalship to superintendency (Glass & Bjork, 
2000).  Conflicting data has been reported about superintendent tenure (Glass & Bjork, 
2000).  Two major studies surveyed superintendents directly and calculated an average 
tenure of 5-6 years in both cases (Cooper, Fusareli, & Carela, 2000; Glass et al., 2000).  
However, these statistics are contradicted by the American Association of School 
Administrators, which reports that half of all superintendents serve in their positions for 
1-5 years (Domenech, 2010).  Superintendent tenure is even more difficult to calculate in 
small districts where superintendents may also act as the principal (Glass et al., 2000).  
Regardless of the number of years, long tenure has been shown to be positively correlated 
to student outcomes (Marzano et al., 2005), and short tenure has been shown to 
negatively impact the effectiveness of board–superintendent relationships (Griffin, 2005). 
Building trusting relationships. Building trusting relationships is essential for 
any leader (Bennis, 1999; Covey, 2006; Senge, 1990).  However, trust is even more 
important for school leaders who strive to ensure high levels of learning.  Research has 
shown that when trust exists, there is a greater chance of higher student achievement 
(Bryk et al., 2010; Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2000).  According 
to Bryk and Schneider (2002), relational trust is grounded in respect, personal regard, 
competence, and personal integrity.  They argued that initiatives will more likely diffuse 
and scale across the school community when this level of trust is established.  Because 
adoption and implementation of educational policy is the responsibility of the 
superintendent, establishing trust is imperative. 
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The Superintendent and Effective Leadership 
 Effective leadership from the district superintendent is essential for the success of 
that district (Fullan, 2016; Waters & Marzano, 2007).  Leadership is more than just 
management skills.  Researchers have found that noncognitive skills such as relationship 
building, collaboration, and integrity lead to more successful problem solving and 
decision-making (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Senge, 1990; Wheatley, 2006).  Specifically, 
Waters and Marzano (2007) identified key leadership skills specific to superintendents.  
These skills include the following:  
1. Collaborative goal-setting . . .  
2. Non-negotiable goals for achievement and instruction . . .  
3. Board alignment and support for district goals . . .  
4. Monitoring goals for achievement and instruction . . . 
5. Use of resources to support achievement and goals. (pp. 3–4)  
Waters and Marzano found that these skills positively correlated to student achievement.  
 Preparation programs for superintendents are not necessarily evident within 
university or credential administrator programs (Glass et al., 2000), and California does 
not require superintendents to hold a specialized credential apart from the general 
administrative credential (Painton & Vitale, 2017).  Nationwide, 45% of superintendents 
report having a doctoral degree, and approximately 75% belong to some type of 
professional organization for administrators (Glass et al., 2000).  With expanding job 
responsibilities associated with communication and interpersonal skills, researchers have 
identified new areas for growth for superintendents, including community engagement, 
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transformational change, and servant leadership (Glass et al., 2000; O’Toole-Arzola, 
2018; Painton & Vitale, 2017).  
 As the first executive director of the California Collaborative for Education 
Excellence, Carl Cohn was charged with designing an organization to strengthen the 
education system and ensuring districts improved the outcomes for all students (Fullan, 
2015).  Cohn has long called for building trust as “a core resource for school reform” 
(Painton & Vitale, 2017).  The research supports his focus on trust (Bass & Riggio, 2006; 
Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Senge, 1990; Wheatley, 2006).  When improving schools, it can 
be difficult to build trust and implement effective accountability measures (Bryk et al., 
2010).  O’Rourke and Yimaki (2014) found that superintendents, particularly rural 
superintendents, need a new way to communicate about accountability to board members, 
fellow educators, and stakeholders. 
Political Strategies  
As school boards and superintendents work in their respective roles to create and 
implement policies to support academic instruction and the day-to-day running of the 
school district (Gemberling et al., 2000), they are compelled to collaborate and to make 
decisions (CSBA, n.d.-b; Campbell & Greene, 1994; Hendricks, 2013).  Collaboration 
and decision-making require superintendents to deploy specific strategies and be mindful 
of the political environment in order to accomplish any shared goal (De Luca, 2002; 
White et al., 2016).  Effective political strategies include building trust, establishing 
interdependence, creating a clear vision, and establishing consistent or coherent systems 
(Covey, 2006; De Luca, 2002; Fullan & Quinn, 2016; White et al., 2016). 
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Prominent researchers in political style and strategy have identified many 
common strategies (De Luca, 2002; White et al, 2016).  Foremost among these strategies 
is the development of trust.  White et al. (2016) argued that building trust “offers the 
greatest chance for achieving success politically and personally” (p. 16).  By showing 
care, being responsive, creating transparency and clarity, and listening and asking 
questions, politically savvy leaders are able to build trust and, in turn, build support for 
measures and actions they think will have the greatest impact (De Luca, 2002; White et 
al., 2016). 
If trust is developed, leaders are better able to have an open dialogue, ask 
questions, and rely on those trusting relationships (Covey, 2006).  Trusting relationships 
can lead to interdependence.  Thibaut and Kelley’s (1959) and Kelley and Thibaut’s 
(1978) work coining the term “interdependence” led to their theory that the rewards or 
costs of a relationship result in either positive or negative outcomes.  According to this 
theory, a relationship is a positive one if rewards outweigh the costs.  
In a recent case study, Chula Vista Elementary School District Superintendent 
Francisco Escobedo identified interdependence as key to enhancing “districtwide 
consistency and coherence around goals and improvement” (Krausen, Caparas, & 
Mattson, 2019, p. 4).  In this case study, educators and leaders identified interdependence 
as essential to articulating and implementing a shared vision, another effective strategy 
(De Luca, 2002; White et al, 2016).  Additionally, Dr. Escobedo and his leadership team 
provided examples of engaging with diverse stakeholders, being open to new ideas, and 
creating clear messaging as other effective strategies comparable to political strategies 
identified by De Luca (2002) and White et al. (2016).  Researchers have acknowledged 
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Chula Vista Elementary School District as a model for other districts trying to improve, 
highlighting the importance of employing effective political strategies such as building 
trust, developing interdependence, implementing a shared vision, and creating clear 
messaging (De Luca, 2002; Krausen et al., 2019; Podolsky, Darling-Hammond, Doss, & 
Reardon, 2019; White et al., 2016). 
Rural School Districts in Northern California 
 Defined by geographic isolation and small population size, rural communities 
often have fewer opportunities for students (Arnold, Biscoe, Farmer, Robertson, & 
Shapley, 2007; Forner, Bierlein-Palmer, & Reeves, 2012).  Yet, other researchers have 
found rich cultures in rural communities that offer access to hunting, fishing, hiking, and 
close familial and community connections (Budge, 2006; Sherman, 2009).  These same 
researchers found that individuals in rural communities feel more connected to place, 
appreciate the slower pace of life, and spend more time with family and friends.  
In her yearlong study of a rural community in Northern California, Sherman 
(2009) characterized a spectrum of coping strategies for those living in rural communities 
to endure challenges associated with poverty and limited access to employment and other 
opportunities including education.  This spectrum describes the coping strategies on a 
range from those with the most moral capital to those with negative moral capital.  Moral 
capital in rural communities is tied to values such as hard work, family, and self-
sufficiency.  Individuals can gain standing in the community through moral capital such 
as paid work, subsistence work, and family connections.  Welfare and illegal activities 
are seen as negative moral capital.  Superintendents working in rural communities are 
subject to these same judgments associated with moral capital, highlighting the need to 
53 
understand political style and strategies in rural communities (Forner et al., 2012; 
Lamkin, 2006). 
 Rural superintendents are required to perform a variety of tasks often completed 
by multiple staff members in other districts (Lamkin, 2006).  Rarely do rural 
superintendents feel like they have time off; they are often called on during nonwork 
hours to solve problems (Lamkin, 2006).  In addition to having access to fewer 
administrative positions, rural school districts are often underresourced and struggle to 
recruit teachers and administrators (Forner et al., 2012; Harrington, 2017).  As a result, 
rural school districts have less financial and human capacity, offer fewer advanced 
courses, and have lower college admission rates than urban or suburban districts 
(California Postsecondary Education Commission [CPEC], 2006; Weston, 2010).  Given 
these limited resources and diminished outcomes, rural superintendents need to utilize 
effective political strategies to improve (White et al., 2016). 
 Rural communities are defined differently by various federal governmental 
agencies (Isserman, 2005).  Definitions often use population density or distance from 
urban centers (Isserman, 2005).  By these varying definitions, California has anywhere 
between 7.6% and 13% of its residents living in rural areas (U.S. Census Bureau, 2019).  
The most recent U.S. Census Bureau (2019) data listed the following California counties 
as rural as defined by distance from urban centers: Alpine, Amador, Calaveras, Colusa, 
Del Norte, El Dorado, Glenn, Humboldt, Inyo, Lake, Lassen, Mariposa, Mendocino, 
Modoc, Mono, Nevada, Plumas, Sierra, Siskiyou, Tehama, Trinity, and Tuolumne.  
When defined by population density, portions of Butte, Shasta, Sutter, and Yuba counties 
are also identified as rural (U.S. Department of Agriculture [USDA], n.d.). 
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Conclusions 
The literature review reflected a summary of the history of politics and education 
and the structures of school governance.  Additionally, it summarized studies conducted 
in areas ranging from the impact of politics on school governance structures, 
superintendents, school board members, and their relationships.  Theoretical frameworks 
associated with political style as described by White et al. (2016) and De Luca (2002) 
were reviewed.  The literature review also provided perspectives on the skills and 
strategies necessary for effective governance.  The literature supported the need for 
superintendents to understand their own political style and the styles of their board 
members (De Luca, 2002; White et al., 2016).  The literature supported the need to 
understand the political strategies employed by rural superintendents of elementary 
school districts when working with their school board members to ensure productive 
relationships (De Luca, 2002; White et al., 2016).  
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 
Overview  
Chapter III describes the methodology used in this study to identify the strategies 
exemplary superintendents use to work with school board members identified to have 
specific political styles.  Specifically, the chapter concentrates on the strategies employed 
by exemplary rural superintendents.  The study examined how these rural superintendents 
identified and deployed effective strategies to reach successful outcomes. 
This chapter begins with the purpose statement and research questions studied and 
the research design used to answer the research questions.  This chapter also describes the 
population, target population, and the process for determining the research sample.  
Additionally, this chapter includes a detailed description of the research instruments and 
the collection and organization of the data.  Limitations of the study are summarized, and 
a description of the procedures used to protect the volunteer human research subjects is 
provided.  Finally, the chapter closes with a summary of the methodology used in this 
study.  
Purpose Statement 
The purpose of this explanatory sequential mixed methods study was to identify 
the political styles of exemplary rural elementary superintendents and school board 
members as perceived by superintendents.  In addition, it was the purpose of this study to 
identify and explain the political strategies exemplary rural elementary superintendents 
use to work with the different political styles of board members.   
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Research Questions  
1. How do exemplary rural elementary superintendents perceive their own political style 
and the individual styles of their school board members? 
2. What are the strategies exemplary rural elementary superintendents use to work 
successfully with the different school board member styles?   
Research Design 
This explanatory sequential mixed methods study combines the strengths of both 
quantitative and qualitative methods into one study (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  
The combination of two investigative techniques improves triangulation (Hentz, 2012).  
Quantitative data collected through survey responses were used to provide the researcher 
with a general understanding about the political styles of school board members as 
identified by exemplary rural superintendents of elementary school districts.  
Additionally, qualitative data collected through open-ended interviews of exemplary 
superintendents were used to identify and explain the political strategies employed by the 
superintendents when working with these board members.  
 This study utilized an explanatory sequential method (Figure 2) to triangulate a 
comprehensive set of data (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015).  Patton (2015) 
argued that “studies with only one source of data are more vulnerable to errors” (p. 316).  
C. Roberts (2010) also endorsed a mixed methods approach as it “adds power and 
richness to your explanation of the data” (p. 145).  In an effort to support “greater 
credibility in the findings” (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010, p. 26), this study collected 
both quantitative data and qualitative data to answer the research questions (Figure 2).  
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Figure 2. Explanatory sequential mixed methods design. Adapted from Research Design: 
Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Method Approaches, by J. W. Creswell, 2003, Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage.  
 
 
In this study, a group of exemplary rural superintendents were identified and 
surveyed via an online instrument.  Subsequent to the quantitative data collection, a 
group of five exemplary rural elementary superintendents who completed the survey 
were interviewed face-to-face.  After the collection of data via online survey and face-to-
face interviews, the research data were analyzed based on the political styles matrix 
(White et al., 2016), and strategies utilized by exemplary rural superintendents were 
identified.  
Quantitative Research 
 According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), using survey data as part of a 
quantitative design allows the researcher to learn more about a subject’s “attitudes, 
beliefs, values, [and] behaviors” (p. 235).  This mixed methods study utilized the political 
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styles matrix theoretical framework and the literature review as a conceptual structure to 
develop the survey.  With the guidance and input of faculty and peer researchers from 
Brandman University, the Superintendent and School Board Political Styles Survey (see 
Appendix A) was constructed.  It was designed to identify the political style of the 
superintendent and the political styles of school board members prior to the open-ended 
interview.  
Qualitative Research 
Generally, qualitative methods allow for a more complete exploration of 
phenomena to be studied (Patton, 2015).  Specifically, within an explanatory sequential 
mixed methods study, the qualitative portion of the study serves to amplify the 
quantitative results gathered (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  With the guidance and input 
of faculty and peer researchers, a series of open-ended interview questions (see Appendix 
B) were developed to clarify the political styles of the superintendent and board members 
and identify and explain the political strategies superintendents use to work with the 
different political styles of board members. 
Population 
A research population is a well-defined group of individuals having similar 
characteristics from which a sample can be drawn (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; 
Patten, 2012; Weiss & Weiss, 2012).  Creswell (2013) supported this definition, 
describing a population as a set of similar individuals possessing distinctive attributes or 
characteristics that differentiate them.  This study focused on public school 
superintendents and the strategies they use to work with board members of differing 
political styles.  
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There are more than 14,000 districts in the United States (U.S. Census Bureau, 
n.d.).  Consequently, this results in more than 14,000 superintendents.  The California 
Department of Education (CDE, n.d.-a) identified 1,024 superintendents working within 
California.  Because even this more limited population is still very large, the time and 
effort required to gather data made it prohibitive (Patten, 2012).  As a result, the 
population was constrained to identify a target population. 
To further narrow the population of this study of 1,024 school districts in 
California, 531 are rural school districts (CDE, n.d.-b).  To survey and interview the 
entire 531 rural superintendents would have been a monumental task and not feasible 
because of fiscal and time constraints; therefore, the population was narrowed even 
further to identify a target population.  
Target Population 
A target population is defined as the population that the researcher has limited 
from the overall population to overcome constraints such as time, money, and geography 
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010) and about which inferences can be made (Creswell, 
2014).  For this study, the target population was identified as rural superintendents 
meeting the criteria set by the thematic research team as exemplary.  First, the target 
population was narrowed to 531 rural school districts in California (CDE, n.d.-b).  
Further, the target population was narrowed to a sample population of rural elementary 
superintendents in geographically contiguous Northern California counties of Butte, 
Colusa, El Dorado, Glenn, Lassen, Nevada, Placer, Plumas, Shasta, Sutter, Tehama, and 
Yuba. These counties include approximately 92 rural elementary school districts. 
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Sample 
A sample is a group of subjects reflecting a specific population in which the 
researcher is “ultimately interested” (Patten, 2012, p. 45) and from whom the researcher 
collects data (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  Additionally, the researcher is able to 
make generalizations from the sample population (Creswell, 2013).  A purposeful 
convenience reputational sample was used in this study.  A purposeful sample is one in 
which a nonprobability sample is selected based on the representative characteristics of 
the population and the purpose of the study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; McMillian & 
Schumacher, 2010).   
The researcher used purposeful sampling to identify five exemplary rural 
elementary superintendents for the survey and the interviews.  Exemplary 
superintendents in this study have demonstrated at least four of the following eight 
criteria:  
• Shows evidence of positive governance team relationships. 
• Has a minimum of 3 years of experience as a superintendent in current district.  
• Is identified by the county superintendent as exemplary in working with board. 
• Is identified by a panel of experts knowledgeable of the work of superintendents. 
• Has received recognition as an exemplary superintendent by a professional 
organization such as the Association of California School Administrators (ACSA). 
• Has received recognition by his or her peers. 
• Has a membership in professional associations in his or her field. 
• Has participated in CSBA’s Masters in Governance training or other governance 
training with at least one board member. 
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Participation Selection Process 
For this study, county superintendents identified five superintendents in this 
geographic area.  The researcher was able to qualify the five rural elementary 
superintendents recommended.  The strategies for qualification included researching 
length of employment in their current positions, researching evidence of governance 
training or CSBA conference attendance from board minutes, district websites, and social 
media feeds, and researching memberships and awards from organizations such as the 
ACSA.  
 After the Brandman University Institutional Review Board approved this study 
(see Appendix C), sample participants were identified through the process previously 
described and were contacted for involvement in the quantitative online survey.  The 
process for contacting these sample participants for the quantitative electronic survey was 
as follows: 
1. The researcher worked with a county superintendent/sponsor who had an existing 
relationship with the rural elementary superintendent.  The county 
superintendent/sponsor introduced the researcher to the rural superintendent in person 
or via e-mail. 
2. The researcher followed up with the participant to explain the purpose, benefits, and 
risks of the study.  
3. When the individual agreed to participate, the researcher followed up with an e-mail to 
the participant and included the following: 
a. invitation to participate letter (see Appendix D), 
b. Brandman University Research Participants Bill of Rights (see Appendix E), 
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c. informed consent form (see Appendix F) to be signed and returned to the 
researcher, and  
d. link to the electronic Superintendent and School Board Political Styles Survey (see 
Appendix A).  
After the completion of the electronic Superintendent and School Board Political 
Styles Survey, the researcher solicited volunteers to participate in the interview portion of 
the study.  The researcher contacted these five superintendents in the following manner:  
1. The participant was contacted by phone or e-mail to reexplain the purpose of the 
study.  
2. A 60-minute interview was scheduled with each of the five exemplary rural 
superintendents.  Prior to the interview, the researcher e-mailed the participant the 
following: 
a. invitation to participate letter (see Appendix D),  
b. Brandman University Research Participants Bill of Rights (see Appendix E), 
c. informed consent form (see Appendix F) to be signed and collected at the 
interview,  
d. audio release form to be signed and collected at the interview (see Appendix G), 
and 
e. copy of the interview questions and definitions of the political styles matrix and 
definitions (see Appendix B).  
Instrumentation 
Data for this study were collected in two distinct phases.  This design is known as 
an explanatory sequential mixed methods approach and uses both quantitative and 
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qualitative data analysis in order to draw meaningful conclusions (McMillan & 
Schumacher, 2010) and understand the research problem better (Creswell, 2014).  The 
survey and interview questions developed for this study were based on the Political 
Styles Matrix from White et al. (2016).  The peer researchers, with the guidance of 
faculty advisors, developed the Superintendent and School Board Political Styles Survey 
(see Appendix A) and an interview guide titled Superintendent and School Board 
Political Styles Interview Protocol (see Appendix B).  
Quantitative Instrument–Survey 
When conducting quantitative research, using an instrument to acquire data 
related to components of the study is important (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  The 
quantitative survey instrument, the Superintendent and School Board Political Styles 
Survey, was developed collaboratively by peer research students and faculty.  Its design 
was based on the Political Styles Matrix from White et al. (2016) and influenced by the 
cumulative literature review conducted by peer researchers and the knowledge of faculty 
advisors.  The Superintendent and School Board Political Styles Survey used in this study 
was a matrix listing the superintendent and board members on the y-axis of the matrix 
and the political styles on the x-axis of the matrix (see Appendix B).  
The respondents to the survey selected their appropriate style as well as that of 
each of their board members.  Before superintendents completed the survey questions, 
they reviewed a brief introduction (see Appendix B), signed the informed consent form 
(see Appendix F), provided demographic information (see Appendix A), and reviewed 
the definitions of the political styles (see Appendix A).  
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Qualitative Instrument–Interviews 
In a qualitative research study, there are five methods to conduct qualitative 
research (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  These include interviews, observations, 
questionnaires, document reviews, and audiovisual materials.  The qualitative instrument 
developed for this study, the Superintendent and School Board Political Styles Interview 
Protocol (see Appendix B), included a series of open-ended interview questions as 
endorsed by Patton (2015).  McMillan and Schumacher (2010) made the case for the 
advantages of the interview method.  For example, a researcher can gather information by 
following up with a probing statement, clarifying question, or request for more detail 
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  
For this study, the interview questions were grounded specifically in the Political 
Styles Matrix from White et al. (2016).  The interview questions were developed in an 
iterative process involving thematic peer researchers and senior faculty.  Each set of 
questions developed was scrutinized by peer researchers and faculty to determine to what 
extent the questions successfully addressed the research questions.  After several 
iterations, the interview questions were finalized.  
The researcher conducted all interviews in person in the superintendent’s natural 
setting.  After providing an overview of the study, the researcher included an explanation 
of the Research Participants Bill of Rights (see Appendix E) and acquired the 
participant’s signature on the informed consent form (see Appendix F) and the audio 
recording release form (see Appendix G).  The researcher used the open-ended questions 
and prompts developed in the Superintendent and School Board Political Styles Interview 
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Protocol (see Appendix B).  The open-ended questions and discussion prompts were used 
to obtain adequate responses to each of the questions.  
All five superintendent interviews were conducted with Brandman University’s 
Institutional Review Board’s approval (see Appendix C).  The recorded interviews were 
initiated with an overview of the purpose and an explanation of the procedural 
safeguards.  The recorded interview and associated responses were then transcribed 
through an online transcription service.  The study participants were provided with a copy 
of the transcription to review and add or repair information.  Finally, the data were coded 
and analyzed.  
Field Test 
The researcher field-tested the Superintendent and School Board Political Styles 
Survey (see Appendix A) with a retired rural superintendent who qualified for the study 
but was not included in the sample.  The superintendent provided feedback about the 
usefulness of the survey during a follow-up meeting to guarantee the validity of the 
instrument.  The superintendent was provided with electronic and print versions of the 
survey to ensure accurate recollection of the items.  Each thematic peer researchers also 
conducted a field test of the survey.  The researcher and the thematic peer researchers 
collectively analyzed the feedback from each of the participating superintendents 
regarding the survey statements.  The survey instrument was revised based on this 
feedback and approved by the faculty and the thematic peer researchers.  
Additionally, the researcher and each thematic peer researcher field-tested the 
Superintendent and School Board Political Styles Interview Protocol (see Appendix B).  
The researcher interviewed a retired rural superintendent who qualified for the study but 
66 
was not included in the sample and was observed by a qualified observer.  The researcher 
used Field-Test Participant Feedback Questions (see Appendix H) and the Interview 
Feedback Reflection Questions (see Appendix I) to gather feedback.  Again, the 
researcher and thematic peer researchers collectively analyzed the field-test participants’ 
feedback on the interview questions and the interview protocol.  Based on this feedback, 
the interview instrument was revised and approved by peer researchers and faculty.  
Validity and Reliability 
An instrument is valid if it measures what it intends to measure (Creswell, 2014; 
C. Roberts, 2010).  Within research, validity denotes the degree to which the research 
questions are accurately understood.  In addition to being valid, a study also needs to be 
reliable.  Reliability is the degree to which data collection, analysis, and results are 
consistent (Creswell, 2013; Patton, 2015; C. Roberts, 2010).  Specifically, Creswell and 
Creswell (2018) called for instruments to be “internally consistent, stable over time in test 
administration and scoring” (p. 247).  
Creswell (2003) recommended a minimum sample size between three and five for 
a mixed methods research when the focus of the research was on analyzing qualitative 
data.  This smaller sample size provides valuable information on this chosen topic 
(Creswell, 2003).  Further, the importance of this purposeful sample was in the depth of 
knowledge, perceptions, and experiences of superintendents working with board 
members with different political styles.  The importance of the data emerges from the 
comprehensive qualitative data obtained rather than the total number of participants in the 
research (McMillian & Schumacher, 2010). 
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The peer researchers and faculty advisors collaboratively developed validated and 
reliable interview and survey instruments.  Comprehensive field-testing supported the 
development of processes to avoid data collection bias.  The field-testing and revision 
process allowed the researcher to practice consistent implementation of the interview 
protocol.  The faculty advisors who assisted in the development and review of the 
instrument were experienced superintendents, have worked with the California School 
Board Association in board governance training, have presented nationally on politics, 
and have more than 50 years of combined experience in research at a university.  
Intercoder Reliability 
Intercoder reliability is a critical component to open-ended questions and refers to 
the degree to which independent evaluators would reach the same conclusions when 
reviewing data using the agreed upon coding and characteristics (Patton, 2015).  Creswell 
and Creswell (2018) proposed an agreement level of 80% or higher.  For this study, a 
peer researcher was selected to review the coding and results.  The peer researcher 
reached an agreement level of 80%. 
Data Collection 
In this study, the sequential explanatory mixed methods approach requires both 
quantitative and qualitative data collection (Creswell, 2014; Patten, 2012).  Data 
collection from a variety of sources is key in order to understand the holistic, real-life 
experiences of the subjects involved (Merriam, 1988; Stake, 2005; Yin, 2009).  The 
researcher collected quantitative data via electronic survey and qualitative data via face-
to-face interviews after receiving approval and permission to proceed with the study from 
the Brandman University Institutional Review Board (BUIRB; see Appendix C). 
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Quantitative Data Collection 
The Superintendent and School Board Political Styles Survey (see Appendix A) 
was designed collaboratively with peer researchers and facility advisors and field-tested 
with peer researchers.  The survey consisted of a matrix listing the superintendent and 
school board members on the y-axis of the matrix and the political styles on the x-axis 
(see Appendix B).  This design allowed the participating superintendent to rank him or 
herself and each board member on the matrix.  This instrument was administered to five 
rural superintendents who met the selection criteria.  All those who completed the survey 
were provided with the informed consent form (see Appendix F) in advance.  Surveys 
were distributed electronically using a secure SurveyMonkey link.  The survey also 
included an introduction, which made clear the purpose, benefits, and risks of the survey. 
Qualitative Data Collection 
Data collection through open-ended interview questions provides a window into 
the participants’ “experiences, perceptions, opinions, feelings and knowledge” (Patton, 
2015, p. 4).  For this study, data were electronically recorded during a 60-minute 
interview using the Superintendent and School Board Political Styles Interview Protocol 
(see Appendix B) with five exemplary, rural superintendents of elementary school 
districts who also completed the survey.  The interview protocol was developed with peer 
researchers and faculty advisors and field-tested by peer researchers.  Feedback from the 
field test was reflected upon and used to make revisions and improvements in the 
protocol. 
Patton (2015) posited that the assemblage of “verbatim quotations with sufficient 
content to be interpretable” (p. 4) is vital to the data collection process.  As such, 
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interviews were electronically recorded and transcribed using a secure, confidential 
online service.  At the start of each interview, subjects were provided with an informed 
consent form (see Appendix F) and audio recording release form (see Appendix G) for 
their review and signature.  Transcriptions of each interview were sent to the individual 
participants for review of accuracy and precision. 
Coding is a process defined by Auerbach and Silverstein (2003) as a “description 
of a pattern you find in the data” (p. 31).  Using a systematic process, the researcher 
scanned the interviews multiple times in order to group the data collected (C. Roberts, 
2010).  These different groupings were categorized and labeled as themes emerged 
(Creswell, 2014).  The transcriptions were again reviewed and compared to the themes to 
ensure accuracy.  
Data Analysis 
 The researcher analyzed both the discrete units of information produced in the 
quantitative data and the narrative descriptions provided by the subjects about their 
experiences and actions in the qualitative data (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994).  
R. B. Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) defined mixed methods as “the class of research 
where the researcher mixes or combines quantitative and qualitative research techniques, 
methods, approaches, concepts or language into a single study” (p. 17).  In the mixed 
methods approach for this study, quantitative data were collected first, followed by the 
collection of qualitative data.  
Quantitative Data Analysis 
Electronic surveys were sent to five exemplary, rural superintendents of 
elementary school districts who met the criteria.  The surveys were analyzed to determine 
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the frequency of each type of political style and used to describe, or summarize, the data 
set (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  For this study, mean was used to determine the 
average number of times that a political style was identified. 
Qualitative Data Analysis 
 The goal of the qualitative analysis was to determine the patterns within the 
response from the subjects (Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003).  These patterns permit the 
researcher to infer relationships between the categories and draw conclusions in order to 
answer the research questions (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  Repeatedly reviewing 
the interview data collected, the researcher first developed a general understanding for 
what the subjects collectively and individually reported.  This general understanding led 
to patterns and themes.  Coding of the interviews was based on the themes that emerged 
and any patterns related to the political styles of the superintendent and board members 
and the strategies employed by the superintendent.  The researcher was then able to 
associate distinct strategies to political styles. 
Limitations 
 Many limitations can affect the results and generalizations of a research study, but 
these are often outside the control of the researcher (Patton, 2015; C. Roberts, 2010).  
This thematic study about political styles and associated strategies was replicated by nine 
peer researchers using the same research questions, qualitative and quantitative 
instruments, and methodology.  Supporting the validity of the findings, each of the peer 
researchers focused on a different type of superintendent described as follows:  
• Suburban unified 
• High school districts 
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• Rural elementary 
• Latino superintendents 
• Small suburban Southern California 
• Unified suburban 
• Suburban unified 
• Female suburban unified 
• Female/minority ROP 
• Small school districts 
Although valid, limitations of this study include the relatively small sample size 
of superintendents surveyed and interviewed.  This small size may affect the 
generalizability of the study.  Other limitations that may have affected this explanatory 
sequential mixed methods study include the researcher as the instrument, sample size, 
time, triangulation, and geography.  
Researcher as Instrument 
 Lofland, Snow, Anderson, and Lofland (2006) described qualitative research as 
highly interactive with the researcher acting as a “central agent” (p. 195) in the collection 
and analysis process.  If the researcher becomes an instrument of the study, Patten (2012) 
and Patton (2015) theorized that this might have a negative impact on the credibility of 
the study.  At the time of this study, the researcher had worked in public education for 20 
years and served as a leader and consultant for the past 10 years.  The researcher has 
conducted numerous face-to-face interviews for various purposes in educational settings 
and was able to facilitate a comfortable environment for each participant.  The 
transcriptions of the interview were sent to the participants to ensure the accuracy and 
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precision of the transcriptions and to ensure the neutral and transparent representation of 
the participant’s responses. 
Sample Size 
 The use of convenience sampling could limit the generalizability of the results to 
the total population of superintendents.  This study sampled five exemplary rural 
superintendents for the survey and interviews.  This thematic study of political styles and 
strategies was replicated by nine peer researchers utilizing the same quantitative and 
qualitative instruments and methodology but focusing on the different types of 
superintendents.  
Triangulation 
 Additionally, the sample to identify political strategies that superintendents used 
was limited to superintendents reflecting on their own strategies.  Hammersley (2008) 
argued that triangulation requires a researcher to draw data “from sources that have very 
different potential threats to validity [and might] reduce the chances of reaching false 
conclusions” (p. 3).  She further argued that using data from different sources helps 
researchers to determine what is a “reliable basis for inference” (p. 3).  Similarly, 
Cicourel (1974) and Cicourel et al. (1974) provided an example of an event reported from 
only one perspective by an interview subject and reinforced by documents and artifacts.  
However, this event reported from the perspective of others was significantly different.  
Therefore, a possible limitation may be the biased perspective of only the superintendent 
reporting on his or her own strategies and an absence of information reported by board 
members about those strategies. 
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Time 
Research was conducted after BUIRB granted approval (see Appendix C).  
Consequently, data collection took place during October and accessibility to participating 
superintendents was limited.  Interviews with the superintendents were limited to 60 
minutes to respect their busy schedules. 
Geography 
Census data show that 531 of the 1,024 school districts in California are rural 
(CDE, n.d.-b.).  This is only 4% compared to the 14,000 school districts in the United 
States (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.).  Because of the time and fiscal investment necessary to 
conduct research across the entire United States, the sample was narrowed to rural 
elementary school districts within California.  The researcher chose the following rural 
counties to conduct the study: Butte, Colusa, El Dorado, Glenn, Lassen, Nevada, Placer, 
Plumas, Shasta, Sutter, Tehama, and Yuba.  These geographical constraints aided the 
researcher in conducting the interviews and surveys within a reasonable amount of time 
but also may limit the generalizability of this study. 
Summary 
Chapter III included a brief explanation and overview of the methodology.  The 
purpose statement, research questions, and research design were introduced.  Also 
included in this chapter were descriptions of the population, sample, data collection 
instruments, methods of data collection, and methods of data analysis.  Finally, potential 
limitations to the study were summarized.  
The researcher studied the political styles of exemplary rural superintendents of 
elementary school districts and their board members and the strategies the superintendent 
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uses to work with them.  Nine other peer researchers investigated the same research 
questions:  
1. How do exemplary rural elementary superintendents perceive their own political style 
and the individual styles of their school board members? 
2. What are the strategies exemplary rural elementary superintendents use to work 
successfully with the different school board member styles?   
Collectively, the thematic peer researchers developed, field-tested, and revised research 
instruments and protocols to ensure the validity and reliability of this study. 
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS 
Overview 
Chapter IV provides a summary of the purpose, research questions, methodology, 
data collection procedures, and population sample.  Additionally, the demographic data 
of the superintendents who participated in the study are summarized.  This chapter also 
synthesizes and reports the findings of the data collected as related to the research 
questions.  The chapter closes with a brief summary of the findings.  
Purpose Statement 
The purpose of this sequential explanatory mixed methods study was to identify 
the political styles of rural elementary school district superintendents and school board 
members as perceived by the superintendents.  In addition, it was the purpose to identify 
and explain the political strategies rural elementary school district superintendents use to 
work with the different political styles of school board members.  
Research Questions 
1. How do rural elementary school district superintendents perceive their own political 
style and the individual styles of their school board members?  
2. What are the strategies rural elementary school district superintendents use to work 
with the different styles of school board members?  
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures 
This explanatory sequential mixed methods study combines the strengths of both 
quantitative and qualitative methods into one study (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  
Quantitative data were collected using survey responses from exemplary rural elementary 
school district superintendents to provide the researcher with a general understanding 
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about demographic information, the political style of the superintendent, and the political 
styles of school board members.  Additionally, open-ended interviews were conducted 
with these same exemplary superintendents to collect qualitative data related to the 
identified political styles and political strategies employed by the superintendents when 
working with these board members.  The combination of these two investigative 
techniques improves triangulation (Hentz, 2012). 
 This study utilized an explanatory sequential method to triangulate a 
comprehensive set of data (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015).  C. Roberts 
(2010) and Patton (2015) both endorsed a mixed methods approach as it reduces errors in 
data and provides an additional level of details to a researcher’s explanation of the data. 
In an effort to support “greater credibility in the findings” (McMillan & Schumacher, 
2010, p. 26), this study collected both quantitative data and qualitative data to answer the 
research questions (Figure 2, repeated here for ease of reference). 
 
Figure 2. Explanatory sequential mixed methods design.  Adapted from Research Design: 
Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Method Approaches, by J. W. Creswell, 2003. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage.  
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In this study, a group of exemplary rural superintendents were identified and then 
asked to complete a survey via an online instrument.  Subsequent to the quantitative data 
collection, a group of five exemplary rural superintendents who completed the survey 
were interviewed face-to-face.  After the collection of data via online surveys and face-
to-face interviews, the research data were analyzed based on the political styles matrix 
(White et al., 2016), and strategies utilized by exemplary rural elementary 
superintendents were identified.  
 According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), using survey data as part of a 
quantitative design allows the researcher to learn more about a subject’s “attitudes, 
beliefs, values, [and] behaviors” (p. 235).  This mixed methods study utilized the political 
styles matrix theoretical framework and the literature review as a conceptual structure to 
develop the survey.  The survey was designed to identify the political style of the 
superintendent and the political styles of school board members prior to the open-ended 
interview of the superintendent.  
Generally, qualitative methods allow for a more complete exploration of 
phenomena to be studied (Patton, 2015).  Specifically, within an explanatory sequential 
mixed methods study, the qualitative portion of the study serves to amplify the 
quantitative results gathered (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  With guidance and input from 
faculty and peer researchers, a series of open-ended interview questions were developed 
to clarify the political styles of the superintendent and board members and identify and 
explain the political strategies superintendents use to work with the different political 
styles of board members.  
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Population 
A research population is a well-defined group of individuals having similar 
characteristics from which a sample can be drawn (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; 
Patten 2012; Weiss & Weiss, 2012).  Creswell (2013) supported this definition, 
describing a population as a set of similar individuals possessing distinctive attributes or 
characteristics that differentiate them.  This study focused on public school 
superintendents and the strategies they use to work with board members of differing 
political styles.  
There are more than 14,000 school districts in the United States (U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2012).  This results in more than 14,000 superintendents.  The California 
Department of Education (CDE, n.d.-a) identified 1,024 public school superintendents in 
California.  Because even this more limited population is still very large, the time and 
effort required to gather data made it prohibitive (Patten, 2012).  As a result, the 
population was constrained to identify a target population. 
To further narrow the population of this study of 1,024 school districts in 
California, 531 are rural school districts (CDE, n.d.-b).  To survey and interview the 
entire 531 rural superintendents would not have been not feasible because of fiscal and 
time constraints; therefore, the population was narrowed even further to identify a target 
population.  
Target Population 
A target population is defined as the population that the researcher has limited 
from the overall population to overcome constraints such as time, money, and geography 
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  A target population is also a population about which 
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inferences can be made (Creswell, 2014).  For this study, the target population was 
identified as rural superintendents meeting the criteria set by the thematic research team 
as exemplary.  First, the target population was narrowed to 531 rural school districts in 
California (CDE, n.d.-b).  Further, the target population was narrowed to a sample 
population of rural elementary superintendents in geographically contiguous Northern 
California counties of Butte, Colusa, El Dorado, Glenn, Lassen, Nevada, Placer, Plumas, 
Shasta, Sutter, Tehama, and Yuba. These counties include approximately 92 rural 
elementary school districts. 
Sample 
A sample is a group of subjects reflecting a specific population in which the 
researcher is “ultimately interested” (Patten, 2012, p. 45) and from whom the researcher 
collects data (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  Additionally, the researcher is able to 
make generalizations from the sample population (Creswell, 2013).  A purposeful 
convenience reputational sample was used in this study.  A purposeful sample is one in 
which a nonprobability sample is selected based on the representative characteristics of 
the population and the purpose of the study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; McMillian & 
Schumacher, 2010).  There were 125 districts that met these sample population 
parameters. 
The purposeful sample was used in this study to identify five exemplary rural 
elementary superintendents for the survey and the interviews.  This sample was within 
the geographical boundaries of Butte, Colusa, El Dorado, Glenn, Lassen, Nevada, Placer, 
Plumas, Shasta, Sutter, Tehama, and Yuba counties in California because it was 
geographically convenient for face-to-face interviews with the researcher.  
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Superintendents in this study have demonstrated at least four of the following eight 
criteria:  
• Shows evidence of positive governance team relationships. 
• Has a minimum of 3 years of experience as a superintendent in current district.  
• Is identified by the county superintendent as exemplary in working with board. 
• Is identified by a panel of experts knowledgeable of the work of superintendents. 
• Has received recognition as an exemplary superintendent by a professional 
organization such as the Association of California School Administrators (ACSA). 
• Has received recognition by his or her peers. 
• Has a membership in professional associations in his or her field. 
• Has participated in CSBA’s Masters in Governance training or other governance 
training with at least one board member. 
Demographic Data 
This sequential explanatory mixed methods study surveyed and interviewed five 
exemplary rural elementary school district superintendents from the target population 
who met an established set of criteria.  The five superintendents who participated in the 
study consisted of two females and three males and ranged in age from 51 to 70 years 
old.  The superintendents had between 3 years and 15 years in their current district and 
between 3 years and 15 years of experience as a superintendent.  The enrollment of the 
school districts ranged in size from 400 students to 3,600 students.  Table 7 represents the 
demographics of the superintendents who participated in the study.  
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Table 7 
Demographics of Superintendents in Study  
Superintendent Gender Age 
Total years as 
superintendent 
Years in 
current district 
District 
enrollment 
Superintendent 1 M 51-60 15 10    400 
Superintendent 2 M 51-60 3 3 1,100 
Superintendent 3 M 61-70 5 5    700 
Superintendent 4 F 51-60 7 7 1,100 
Superintendent 5 F 61-70 5 3 3,600 
 
Presentation and Analysis of Data 
As a sequential explanatory mixed methods study, the presentation and analysis of 
data include the quantitative data collected from the survey and the qualitative data 
collected from face-to-face interviews.  The researcher first administered the surveys and 
then conducted the interviews.  The presentation and analysis of data is organized by the 
research questions used in the study. 
Research Question 1  
How do rural elementary school district superintendents perceive their own 
political style and the individual styles of their school board members?  
According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), using survey data as part of a 
quantitative design allows the researcher to learn more about a subject’s “attitudes, 
beliefs, values, [and] behaviors” (p. 235).  This mixed methods study utilized the political 
styles matrix theoretical framework and the literature review as a conceptual structure to 
develop the survey.  The Superintendent and School Board Political Styles Survey was 
designed to identify the political style of the superintendent and the political styles of 
school board members prior to the open-ended interview.  
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The political styles of school board members as identified by the superintendents 
are identified in Table 8.  Political styles were identified for 25 board members.  All five 
of the superintendents interviewed had five school board members on their board.  
 
Table 8 
Political Styles of Board Members as Perceived by Superintendents 
Political style Super 1 Super 2 Super 3 Super 4 Super 5 Total % 
Arranger - 2 - 1 1   4 16% 
Balancer - - - 1 1   2 8% 
Developer - 1 - 1 -   2 8% 
Strategist 1 1 - - -   2 8% 
Planner 1 - - 1 -   2 8% 
Challenger 2 - - - 1   3 12% 
Supporter 1 1 3 - -   5 20% 
Adaptor - - 2 1 1   4 16% 
Analyst - - - - 1   1 4% 
Total 5 5 5 5 5 25 100% 
 
As indicated in Table 8, the most frequent political style is supporter (20%).  This 
is followed by four identified as adaptors (16%) and four identified as arrangers (16%).  
Three board members were identified as challengers (12%).  Two board members each 
were identified as balancers (8%), developers (8%), planners (8%), and strategists (8%).  
Finally, one board member was identified as an analyst (4%).  Board members are 
distributed across all political styles as shown in Figure 3.  
Table 9 groups the nine political styles by the level of initiative (assertive, 
engaged, or passive).  An assertive member could be identified as a challenger, arranger, 
or strategist.  An engaged member could be identified as a planner, balancer, or 
developer.  Finally, a passive member could be identified as an analyst, adaptor, or 
supporter.  Ten of the board members were identified as having assertive political styles 
(40%), nine of the board members were identified as having passive political styles  
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Figure 3. Distribution of political styles of board members as perceived by superintendents. 
 
 
Table 9 
Board Members Political Styles: Passive, Moderately Engaged, Assertive 
Political style Political style 
Number of board 
members % of board members 
Passive: Analyst   1  
 Adaptor   4  
 Supporter   5  
 Total 10 40% 
    
Moderately engaged: Planner   2  
 Balancer   2  
 Developer   2  
 Total   6 24% 
    
Assertive: Challenger   3  
 Arranger   4  
 Strategist   2  
 Total   9 36% 
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(36%), and six were identified as having moderately engaged political styles (24%).  The 
distribution of board members across all the political styles suggests that rural 
superintendents will encounter a range of political styles when working with board 
members. 
 Table 10 summarizes the self-identified political styles of the superintendents who 
participated in this study.  Data about the political styles of the superintendents were 
collected in the Political Styles Matrix Survey prior to the interviews.  Four of the 
superintendents identified themselves as strategists (80%).  Superintendent 4 described 
her transition from a challenger at the beginning of her tenure to a strategist currently. 
She reported,  
I use to be a challenger.  I had a vision, I had ideas, I had goals. I was a mover and 
a shaker, trying to be efficient. But really you just hit this wall.  So, there’s this 
whole moral imperative I have that can really come off and will fall flat.  Now I 
am a strategist. 
One superintendent self-identified as a developer (20%).  Superintendent 5 
described herself as going “between a developer and a strategist,” but connected with the 
developer quality of working behind the scenes to coach.  She reported, for example,  
figuring out how each person likes to be communicated with.  So, some just want 
text messages.  Some just want phone calls.  One just wants email, so making sure 
I communicate with them the way that’s the most comfortable for them.  If I know 
that one of them or two of them need more time to process something, or more 
information, then to me, that’s part of coaching.  Coaching them up in whatever it 
is.  If somebody, I know, they’re going to be fine, they don’t need all that extra 
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time and information.  In fact, they’d rather not have it.  To me, that’s part of it 
too. 
None of the superintendents identified themselves as arranger, balancer, planner, 
challenger, supporter, adaptor, or analyst.  Both developers and strategists demonstrate 
organizational interest on the political styles matrix.  The concentration of 
organizationally interested political styles suggests that rural superintendents are fully 
committed to their vision and use a variety of strategies to empower and build the skills 
of others. 
 
Table 10 
Political Styles of Rural Elementary School District Superintendents 
Political style Super 1 Super 2 Super 3 Super 4 Super 5 Total % 
Arranger - - - - -   0 0% 
Balancer - - - - -   0 0% 
Developer - - - - 1   1 20% 
Strategist 1 1 1 1 -   4 80% 
Planner - - - - -   0 0% 
Challenger - - - - -   0 0% 
Supporter - - - - -   0 0% 
Adaptor - - - - -   0 0% 
Analyst - - - - -   0 0% 
Total 1 1 1 1 - 5 100% 
 
Research Question 2 
What are the strategies rural elementary school district superintendents use to 
work with the different styles of school board members?  
In this explanatory sequential mixed methods study, qualitative methods were 
used to collect data for Research Question 2.  Specifically, the researcher scheduled and 
conducted face-to-face interviews with the five identified exemplary rural elementary 
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school district superintendents.  The interviews were conducted using open-ended 
questions to identify strategies for each board member by political style. 
Strategies superintendents use for political styles. Using the nine political 
styles identified in The Politically Intelligent Leader (White et al., 2016), a group of peer 
researchers developed definitions for each style.  The nine political styles are analyst, 
adaptor, supporter, planner, balancer, developer, challenger, arranger, and strategist.  
Using a survey co-developed with peer researchers and faculty advisors, each 
superintendent identified his or her own perceived political style and the political style of 
each of his or her board members.  A series of open-ended interview questions were used 
to clarify the political styles of the superintendent and board members and identify and 
explain the political strategies superintendents use to work with the different political 
styles of board members.  The following is an analysis of the data collected to identify 
the strategies superintendents use to work with the different political styles of school 
board members. 
Supporter.  Supporters are characterized as risk-averse, selfless, and passive 
devotees, backers, or advocates of the organization’s vision and goals.  Supporters seek 
harmony and hesitate to take sides though they make decisions and provide resources that 
align with the organization’s goals (CSBA, n.d.-a; De Luca, 2002; White et al., 2016). 
Five (20%) of the 25 board members studied were identified as supporters.  Three 
of the five superintendents reported having at least one supporter as a board member.  
Superintendents who identified a supporter among their board members reported several 
similar characteristics they used to make this identification.  Most often they reported 
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supporters as having the interests of the district in mind when having discussions, making 
decisions, or asking questions.  
Supporters can bring their own interests to their role as a board member but 
ultimately want to find solutions that satisfy different members of the community.  
Superintendent 1 described a support as initially being “self-interested” in advocating for 
a former district employee and her own grandchildren.  However, over time, she 
ultimately came to understand that she now represented the entire community and its 
various perspectives.  Superintendent 3 expressed similar ideas about a supporter who 
asked clarifying questions, “I give them my best analysis of what’s going on with a 
person, personnel, whatever.  I try to give a really balanced view.  I don’t give my own 
personal opinion.” 
Superintendent 3 identified two of his current supporters as former balancers.  
Balancers approach their role with a mix of self and organizational interests.  They want 
to maintain stability and are engaged.  Superintendent 3 described the development of his 
balancers to supporters as taking place over time as he has kept them informed and 
developed trust.  Transparent communication and trusting relationships have allowed the 
balancers to transition to supporters.  Superintendent 3 described these two supporters as 
being engaged but now aligning more clearly with the organization’s goals and 
advocating more distinctly for the organization’s vision. 
Effective strategies.  The theme with the most coded responses for strategies used 
with a supporter was communication (see Table 11).  The theme of relationship was also 
highly coded.  The most frequently coded strategies across all themes were the following: 
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• Regular communication and contact 
• Present multiple perspectives 
• Actively and strategically listen 
• Build relationships and trust 
• Show respect for board members’ needs and strengths 
 
Table 11 
Summary of Effective Strategies Used With Supporters 
Style Theme Code Frequency 
Supporter Communication Regular communication and contact 8 
  Use of data and evidence 3 
  Focus and vision 0 
  Preparation and anticipation 3 
  Present multiple perspectives 6 
  Provide fair and balanced information 0 
  Access to outside experts 0 
  Provide additional details 0 
  Actively and strategically listen 6 
    Total 26 
    
 Governance Clarify roles and responsibilities 9 
  Provide governance training 1 
    Total  10 
    
 Relationships Transparency and honesty 4 
  Build relationships and trust 8 
  Show respect for members’ needs and 
strengths 
7 
  Provide coaching to member 3 
  Respect confidentiality 3 
  Understand history of and with district 1 
    Total 26 
    
 Personal mastery Self-awareness and reflection 5 
  Explain reasoning and options 4 
  Have patience and allow time for 
processing 
1 
  Allow members to lead 1 
    Total 11 
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 Communication.  The strategies most frequently occurring within the theme of 
communication were regular communication, present multiple perspectives, and actively 
and strategically listen.  Superintendent 1 detailed regular meetings he has each month 
with the board president and one other board member.  This meeting is one strategy, he 
said,  
I’ve employed since I first came here is every month about a week before our 
board meeting I do an off campus lunch meeting with whoever’s the board 
president and one other board member and we rotate so we can go over the 
agenda.  But at most 20% of our time is talking through the agenda and 80% of 
our time, at minimum, is other things.  
The other things he described as “checking in” include board members’ interest and areas 
of concern. 
Superintendent 3 provided information about what is happening in education and 
in the school community to all board members regularly, but he will also “share the broad 
perspective” of any issue with those identified as supporters.  He described one supporter 
as “hearing the perspective of the teachers clearly.  His wife was a teacher that retired 
here, just a year and a half ago, two years ago.  So, he is one that I’m really aware of that 
I need to pay attention to and make sure he has all his questions answered.”  As a result, 
Superintendent 3 has “kept him educated” by offering varied perspectives. 
 Actively and strategically listening was identified as important with supporters by 
Superintendents 2 and 3.  Superintendent 2 described a shift he noticed in the supporter.  
In the past, this member “didn’t say a whole lot and just kind of went with it for the most 
part.  Now she’s a lot more vocal in asking questions.”  Superintendent 2 was listening 
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for not just what was said but how it was said.  As a result of this strategic listening, he 
has been able to communicate more effectively with her.  Superintendent 3 described 
himself as a “trained coach” who wants to “understand what’s behind their thinking.”  By 
actively listening, he can provide what the supporters need at the right time and in the 
right way. 
 Governance.  The strategy most frequently occurring within the theme of 
governance was clarify roles and responsibilities.  The superintendents clarified roles and 
responsibilities in a variety of ways.  Superintendent 1 described the focus of his 
conversations to answer questions such as “What’s your role as a board member, what 
are you empowered with and what are the restrictions?”  Superintendent 2 described a 
board member who wanted to recuse herself from an important decision.  He reminded 
her that as a board member it was essential for her to participate.  He said, “She even 
tried to kind of bow out of the hearing if she could, but we needed her there so she did it, 
but it was not a comfortable position for her at all to be in.”  Superintendent 3 described 
continually refocusing his three supporters on the responsibility of the superintendent to 
provide the members with the information they need.  He encouraged them “if they have 
questions, they talk to me.” 
 Relationships.  The strategies most frequently occurring within the theme of 
relationships were build relationships and trust, show respect for board members’ needs 
and strengths, and transparency and honesty.  Superintendent 1 described building 
trusting relationships by sharing personal details such as “what’s going on with my girls 
who are graduating high school or college or why’d I grow a beard in December and that 
makes a human connection.”  Superintendent 3 illustrated 3 years of work to build trust 
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with his three supporters as having extended conversations, preparing them, and 
understanding their needs. 
Superintendent 1 described his showing respect for his board members’ needs as 
having “an assistive tone by me.  Subservient, almost.”  He expressed trying “to be more 
overtly sensitive to what I perceived to be her issues” because she is a supporter.  It is 
particularly important that she “feel honored and appreciated and respected.” 
Superintendent 2 defined his supporter as “very big-hearted kind of emotional type, so  
. . . then she’s just all on board” if he shows respect for her concerns and interests. 
Being honest and transparent was another strategy.  Superintendent 1 often 
provided the “backstory and information” to ensure the supporter has access to necessary 
data.  Superintendent 3 noted that he does not “commiserate” nor does he share his “own 
personal opinion” because his three supporters may not see these actions as honest.  They 
may interpret the actions as a way to manipulate the situation. 
 Personal mastery.  Personal mastery is a group of strategies leaders use to 
develop the capacity to learn about themselves, “realize what matters most deeply to 
them,” and become “committed to their own lifelong learning” (Senge, 1990, p. 7).  The 
strategies most frequently occurring within the theme of personal mastery were self-
awareness and reflection and explain reasoning and options.  All of the superintendents 
who identified a supporter detailed many of their actions focusing inward rather than 
outward.  For example, in describing his “subservient” tone, Superintendent 1 described 
frustration expressed by the supporter board member over the legal limitations to board 
members’ conversations and interactions.  Superintendent 1 explained how he controlled 
his own emotions in this moment to neither commiserate nor disregard the comment but 
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to respond with facts about the board policy.  Superintendent 3 spoke most strongly about 
his personal mastery practices with the three supporters on his board.  He said that these 
board members “might start to doubt my judgment” if he were unable to be aware of and 
control his emotions.  He relies on providing “a really balanced view” and does not “give 
my own personal opinion.”  Being reflective of his own emotional state and providing a 
window into his reasoning ensured that the supporters respect him. 
Adaptor.  Adaptors are pragmatists who generally support organizational changes 
and team decisions provided they do not perceive personal risk.  An adaptor is one who 
presents a passive, cooperative political style balanced between self-interest and 
organizational interests (Bobic et al., 1999; Church & Waclawski, 1998; Kirton, 1976; 
White et al., 2016). 
Four of the 25 (16%) board members studied were identified as adaptors.  Three 
of the five superintendents reported having at least one adaptor as a board member.  
Superintendents who identified an adaptor among their board members reported several 
similar characteristics they used to make this identification.  Superintendents commonly 
described adaptors as those who want to maintain peace in the district and avoid conflict.  
All three superintendents noted that adaptors understand the history of the district and 
want to avoid personal risk. 
Superintendent 3 summed up one adaptor on his school board as one who “treads 
lightly on both sides.  Walks that gray line” when making decisions and working with the 
community.  Of another adaptor, Superintendent 2 shared a story in which the adaptor 
acted to “keep us in a legal spot, safe in an illegal spot, safe in a financial spot and then 
ethically keeps us on the right path as well.”  Superintendent 3 explained that the adaptor 
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on her board is “not going to jeopardize the team’s movement forward.  He’s got enough 
respect in the governance team members.”  However, Superintendent 5 described the 
adaptor on her board as someone who has “her ear to the ground listening to the teachers” 
to uncover any potential risks to her position.  This adaptor can “hold a grudge” if she 
thinks she has been wronged. 
Effective strategies.  The theme with the most coded responses for strategies used 
with an adaptor was communication (see Table 12).  The themes of relationships and  
 
Table 12 
Summary of Effective Strategies Used With Adaptors 
Style Theme Code Frequency 
Adaptor Communication Regular communication and contact 5 
  Use of data and evidence 0 
  Focus and vision 1 
  Preparation and anticipation 4 
  Present multiple perspectives 1 
  Provide fair and balanced information 0 
  Access to outside experts 1 
  Provide additional details 1 
  Actively and strategically listen 9 
    Total 22 
    
 Governance Clarify roles and responsibilities 3 
  Provide governance training 0 
    Total  3 
    
 Relationships Transparency and honesty 0 
  Build relationships and trust 4 
  Show respect for members’ needs and 
strengths 
6 
  Provide coaching to member 2 
  Respect confidentiality 0 
  Understand history of and with district 5 
    Total 17 
    
 Personal mastery Self-awareness and reflection 4 
  Explain reasoning and options 3 
  Have patience and allow time for 
processing 
3 
  Allow members to lead 2 
    Total  12 
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personal mastery were also highly coded.  The most frequently coded strategies across all 
themes were the following: 
• Actively and strategically listen 
• Regular communication and contact 
• Show respect for members’ needs and strengths 
 Communication.  Across the theme of communication, strategies such as actively 
and strategically listen, regular communication and contact, and preparation and 
anticipation were the highest coded.  Superintendent 3 portrayed similar strategies with 
both of his adaptor style board members.  He uses “similar strategies but asked them 
different questions.”  Additionally, when the school board encounters a challenge, for 
both of these members he “would explain, I would give examples of how I’d run into that 
in the past and decisions I’ve made in the past and how that turned out good for the 
districts.”  With one, he “could be candid, I could share my thinking.  She could get to 
know my style, my thinking style, my leadership style, my strategic mind.  She would 
understand that I think.” 
 Superintendent 4 described one communication strategy with her supporter as 
“spending time” with his questions.  If this adaptor needed information, “he’s not going 
to go get it from anyone else.  He’s going to get from me,” she said.  Superintendent 5 
explained that she works hard to anticipate questions from her adaptor because her 
adaptor is very risk-averse.  She clarified, “I just try to think of anything under the sun 
that she could be wondering about.  She’s one that wants to know every single little 
solitary thing.”  To do this, Superintendent 5 tries to meet with her on a regular basis and 
worries if too much time has gone by between meetings. 
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 Governance.  Two of the three superintendents who identified adaptors 
concentrated on the strategy to clarify the roles and responsibilities of board members 
with the adaptors.  Superintendent 3 described a conflict over a personnel matter.  He 
explained his process in working through this by clarifying that “it’s not the board’s 
purview to make a decision on personnel until I get to that place and bring them a 
decision to make.”  In this specific case, he reminded one adaptor that no matter what the 
board member was hearing in the field, the superintendent would be “dealing with them.”  
Superintendent 4 described her adaptor as generally staying “in her lane” but needing to 
provide her with “enough information to support what we’re trying to accomplish. 
 Relationships.  Superintendents who identified at least one board member as an 
adaptor described deploying strategies that supported both open communication and 
relationship building simultaneously.  These strategies included using regular 
communication to build trust and building personal and professional relationships to 
better understand the members’ needs and strengths.  Superintendent 3 described getting 
to know one of his adaptors so that he could “validate or value their input, value their 
concerns, make sure they feel understood and heard.”  Of his other adaptor, he detailed 
this board member’s understanding of the personal risk in contract negotiations but 
supporting her to “walk that gray line” in a rural community to support the teachers but 
do what was best for the district.  This strategy helped “build trust” with the member. 
 Superintendent 5 described listening and coaching strategies to support her 
difficult relationship with the member identified as an adaptor.  She provided details she 
had learned about the board member’s personal life and the member’s “struggle with 
understanding” all the duties involve with being on the school board.  Superintendent 5 
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identified herself as an “open book” in working with this adaptor to build more trust and 
not be seen as judgmental when the board member acted out in frustration and anger 
when she felt at risk.  Superintendent 5 attempted to put forth extra effort to develop this 
relationship and acknowledged the need for even more effort on her part to maintain it. 
 Personal mastery.  Personal mastery strategies used with adaptors required the 
superintendents to use strategies to be aware of and explain their own thinking and to 
have patience to allow time for processing on the part of the adaptors.  All of the 
superintendents reflected on the needs of these board members and crafted specific 
questions to target their needs and strengths.  Superintendent 3 used questions to “coach 
them through some thinking” about issues before the board.  Then he provided “them an 
opportunity to ask me questions so that they can build confidence in me, the same kinds 
of things I would share with them, support what they learned.”  This process took 
patience on his part to support their learning and not rush to a solution. 
 Superintendent 5 described a time when she was not aware of her emotions in 
dealing with the adaptor on her board.  She detailed a board meeting when the adaptor 
board member was feeling emotional and expressed frustration in public.  Her chief 
business officer reached over to “poke me under the table” to make her more aware of her 
facial expression.  Superintendent 5 expressed a need to continue working on emotional 
awareness during these times. 
Arranger.  Arrangers use a political style in which they are assertive in pursuing 
their goals that are a blend of both organizational priorities and their own self-interests.  
They build a power base by connecting with many people.  Arrangers will take risks to 
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advance their goals and are strategic in combining resources (De Luca, 2002; Effelsberg 
et al., 2014; White et al., 2016). 
Four of the 25 (16%) board members studied were identified as arrangers.  Three 
of the five superintendents reported having at least one arranger as a board member.  
Superintendents who identified an arranger among their board members reported several 
similar characteristics they used to make this identification.  Superintendents commonly 
described arrangers similar to adaptors and supporters in that they balance self and 
community interests but that they are more assertive in their actions.  Superintendent 2 
described the arranger as having “strong opinions” and Superintendent 4 illustrated 
several examples when the arranger had to “fact check and then apologize” to the 
superintendent about an issue in the district. Superintendent 5 described the arranger on 
her school board as “bossy, and she wants everything done really fast” but that she has 
many “connections in the community.” 
Effective strategies.  The theme with the most coded responses for strategies used 
with an arranger was communication (see Table 13).  The themes of relationships and 
personal mastery were also highly coded.  The most frequently coded strategies across all 
themes were the following: 
• Regular communication and contact 
• Preparation and anticipation 
• Provide additional details 
• Transparency and honesty 
• Show respect for members’ needs and strengths 
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Table 13 
Summary of Effective Strategies Used With Arrangers 
Style Theme Code Frequency 
Arranger Communication Regular communication and contact 5 
  Use of data and evidence 2 
  Focus and vision 0 
  Preparation and anticipation 10 
  Present multiple perspectives 1 
  Provide fair and balanced information 1 
  Access to outside experts 4 
  Provide additional details 4 
  Actively and strategically listen 3 
    Total 33 
    
 Governance Clarify roles and responsibilities 0 
  Provide governance training 0 
    Total 0 
    
 Relationships Transparency and honesty 5 
  Build relationships and trust 2 
  Show respect for members’ needs and 
strengths 
9 
  Provide coaching to member 0 
  Respect confidentiality 0 
  Understand history of and with district 0 
    Total 16 
    
 Personal mastery Self-awareness and reflection 3 
  Explain reasoning and options 3 
  Have patience and allow time for 
processing 
3 
  Allow members to lead 1 
    Total 10 
 
 Communication.  By far, communication strategies are the most important 
strategies the exemplary superintendents used with arrangers.  Specifically, 
superintendents expressed the need to be prepared and anticipate what arrangers need in 
advance and to provide detailed information on a regular basis.  Because one of his 
identified arrangers “doesn’t mind being vocal and speaking out or having a good 
argument,” Superintendent 2 described ensuring that she has detailed information in 
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advance to “look at all sides of [the issue].”  Of his other arranger, Superintendent 2 
explained that he “will ask the in-depth questions.  Now, nobody else would’ve asked 
this” question.  These details are “the little minutiae pieces that as we get going, I’m not 
even worried about that yet,” but he strove to provide the information to this member 
before anyone else needs it. 
 Superintendent 4 described her arranger as “interested in hearing a balance, not 
my opinion.”  From there, the arranger is quick to judgment and has had to “apologize 
multiple times to” the superintendent.  Employing other board members to help prepare 
communication, Superintendent 4 learned to keep information “all about the facts” and 
repeat information as needed to help “her stay with us.  She asks off-the-wall questions 
like she wasn’t listening, so we bring her back.”  Superintendent 5 expressed similar 
thoughts about the arranger on her board.  Because “she doesn’t like to be caught off 
guard” and “wants to know everything,” Superintendent 5 prepared in advance and 
anticipates her needs. 
 Governance.  The superintendents who identified arranger styles on their board 
did not identify any governance strategies.  Superintendent 2 described the arranger as a 
longtime board member, colleague, and former educator who seems to know education 
policy fairly well.  Superintendent 4 also described the arranger on her board as a former 
educator who has been a board member for several terms and often acts as though she can 
“fake it” when dealing with formal board matters.  Superintendent 5 shared that the 
arranger on her board is an attorney and considers herself well versed in education policy. 
Superintendent 5 described informal governance support for her arranger by doing 
research around the education code to provide background information, rather than 
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relying on formal board training.  The self-perceived capacity in education policy and 
governance seem to be a commonality among the arrangers and may provide insight into 
the lack of formal governance strategies for this political style. 
 Relationships. In developing positive relationships, these superintendents have 
used strategies to show respect for the member’s strengths and endeavored to be 
transparent and honest.  Superintendent 2 has developed a trusting relationship with the 
arranger on his school board and “will tell her ahead of time and say that I am trying to 
get this [initiative] done.”  He knows her areas of interest and described that  
we just have a very comfortable relationship and I can say, “Hey, what do you 
think about this?”  “Well I think that’s great or whatever.”  I say, “Well good 
because I do too and I’m going to bring that up and a little support on this might 
be nice” type of a situation. 
He detailed knowing her well enough to appreciate that she will “advocate for students, 
advocate for staff,” and he has found ways to partner with her to overcome resistance 
from other board members or the community. 
 Superintendent 2 takes a different approach with the other arranger on his board.  
With this board member, he has developed a positive relationship by honoring ideas the 
arranger brings to the table and being transparent about the realities in the district.  
Taking the time to have in-depth discussions and responding authentically were 
important strategies he used.  Similarly, Superintendent 4 described seeking out the 
expertise of the arranger on her board saying, “I always seek out her knowledge with the 
law.”  Honoring the knowledge and ideas these arrangers bring have helped both 
superintendents to build more trusting relationships. 
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 Personal mastery.  Superintendent 4 spoke most eloquently about her use of 
personal mastery strategies with the arranger on her board.  She uses an “easy pace” 
when speaking with the arranger.  The “strategy is slow, monotone, methodical.”  Often 
Superintendent 4 tries to  
take my voice and my breathing and my approach to explaining whatever as I’m 
going to explain to this level that’s not normal for me.  Usually I’m very animated 
and I’m all hands and sarcasm and all that.  So, no, no. It’s all about the facts, 
about pace, about trying to manage my responses because she knows what buttons 
she can poke for me. 
Likewise, Superintendent 5 described the arranger on her board as being “a little bit 
condescending in her tone” and having to manager the tone of her response to be more 
even and measured. 
Challenger.  Challengers are characterized by self-interest, assertive behavior, 
and confidence in their own vision, ideas, and goals, which inspire a strong desire to lead 
and make decisions quickly.  Challengers see themselves as movers and shakers, 
efficient, politically strategic, aggressive, and willing to confront the views of others in an 
attempt to influence outcomes (De Luca, 2002; Jasper, 1997; Meyer et al., 2005; Polletta, 
2004; White et al., 2016). 
Three of the 25 (12%) board members studied were identified as challenger.  Two 
of the five superintendents reported having at least one challenger as a board member.  
Superintendents who identified a challenger among their board members reported several 
similar characteristics they used to make this identification.  Superintendent 1 described 
the challengers on his board as those more willing to question and express an opinion 
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based on self-interest.  Challengers often get frustrated and have difficulty listening to 
different perspectives than their own.  Superintendent 1 described one challenger as 
willing “to question and challenge much more focused on student issues that affected his 
own kids” and the second challenger as “a big talker.  Talks over everybody.”  Similarly, 
Superintendent 5 described the challenger on her board as being “assertive to the point of 
domineering, and very vocal.” 
Effective strategies.  The themes with the most coded responses for strategies 
used with a challenger were communication and personal mastery (see Table 14).  The 
theme of relationships was also highly coded.  The most frequently coded strategies 
across all themes were the following: 
• Self-awareness and reflection 
• Use of data and evidence 
Communication.  Along with personal mastery, communication strategies were 
the most commonly used strategies.  However, there were no dominant strategies within 
the theme of communication.  The superintendents who identified a challenger among 
their board members reported using a variety of strategies including regular 
communication and contact, use of data and evidence, vision and focus, and actively and 
strategically listening.  
Superintendent 1 identified both of the challengers on his board as being the most 
vocal and questioning when the board was engaged in areas of most concern to them.  
During these times, neither board member was willing to listen to the superintendent so 
Superintendent 1 endeavored to use more listening strategies.  Of one challenger, he 
explained, “I make it clear to him that we’re on the same page and that I’m listening and  
103 
Table 14 
Summary of Effective Strategies Used With Challengers 
Style Theme Code Frequency 
Challenger Communication Regular communication and contact 2 
  Use of data and evidence 3 
  Focus and vision 2 
  Preparation and anticipation 0 
  Present multiple perspectives 0 
  Provide fair and balanced information 0 
  Access to outside experts 1 
  Provide additional details 0 
  Actively and strategically listen 2 
    Total 10 
    
 Governance Clarify roles and responsibilities 0 
  Provide governance training 1 
    Total 1 
    
 Relationships Transparency and honesty 1 
  Build relationships and trust 2 
  Show respect for members’ needs and 
strengths 
2 
  Provide coaching to member 1 
  Respect confidentiality 0 
  Understand history of and with district 1 
    Total 7 
    
 Personal mastery Self-awareness and reflection 8 
  Explain reasoning and options 1 
  Have patience and allow time for 
processing 
0 
  Allow members to lead 1 
    Total 10 
 
responding to his suggestions but he’s still tends to be pretty assertive, vocalizing his own 
things.”  About the other challenger, he described a time he switched tactics to “present 
evidence that what we’re doing is working” in order to respond to the board member’s 
objection to the use of social-emotional learning techniques. 
Superintendent 5 expressed similar frustration with the challenger on her board. 
She detailed her strategy: 
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It works the best when I can meet with her on a fairly regular basis and just listen 
to her, write down notes, and get back to her on whatever it is that she’s asking or 
wanting, and not expecting to get anything back in return. 
Using this combination of listening and regular communication produced the most 
promising results. 
 Governance.  Providing governance training has not been a successful strategy for 
either Superintendent 1 or 5 with their challengers.  When presented with information 
about the formal and legal responsibilities of school boards, the challenger member of 
Superintendent 1’s board voiced frustration and an unwillingness to listen.  He summed 
up his efforts succinctly: 
I’ve learned that simply telling, communicating with him what current research or 
current law is doesn’t sway him.  And sometimes stirs him up.  That doesn’t mean 
I stop doing it but I’ve learned that he’s not ever going to say, “Oh, okay, well, 
thanks for telling me that.” 
The challenger identified by Superintendent 5 “brings her tax bills to meetings” and 
expresses distrust and discontentment with governmental agencies.  As a result, neither 
superintendent who identified a challenger regularly used governance training as a 
strategy.  
 Relationships.  While relationship development with challengers can be difficult, 
both superintendents identified specific strategies.  Superintendent 1 outlined his efforts 
to develop more personal relationships with each challenger on his board.  For one 
challenger, a more positive relationship has taken patience and many years.  Because 
conflict may arise when “student issues affected his own kids,” Superintendent 1 is 
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transparent and honest and shows the challenger respect as much as possible.  
Additionally, Superintendent 1 deployed specific strategies to connect personally with his 
other identified challenger by talking “hunting and fishing a lot, to the frustration of other 
board members but that’s where we can connect.” 
Although Superintendent 3 has also tried to show respect by leveraging the 
relationships and connections of the challenger, this strategy has not been successful.  
She summarized, “For three years I’ve been asking.  Never once.  If we need any follow-
up information, we’re not going to get it.”  Superintendent 3 continues to use 
relationship-building strategies by relying on the “historical knowledge” of this long-time 
board member.  “We always ask her, ‘What’s the history behind this?’”  
 Personal mastery.  Personal mastery strategies were emphasized by both 
superintendents who identified challengers on their boards.  One impactful strategy 
reported by Superintendent 1 was to meet “emotion with emotion.”  This strategy showed 
a clear awareness of the strength of the relationship between Superintendent 1 and the 
challenger and has only been used once in his 10-year tenure as superintendent.  
Superintendent 1 said, “I made it clear that I felt personally attacked and unsupported . . . 
kind of cast myself as a victim in that semi-public venue which helped him reconsider.”  
After this event, the challenger “subsequently came back and apologized and has tried to 
check his emotions a little.”  This strategy then required Superintendent 1 to be reflective 
enough to let this incident go and move forward in a positive way with this board 
member. 
Balancer.  Balancers blend self and organizational interests.  Focused on the 
prevention of disequilibrium, balancers use their knowledge of the organization’s culture 
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to diplomatically shift their support when needed to maintain stability, harmony, and 
equanimity (Sheehan, 1989; White et al., 2016). 
Two of the 25 (8%) board members studied were identified as balancers.  Two of 
the five superintendents reported having at least one balancer as a board member.  
Superintendents who identified a balancer among their board members reported several 
similar characteristics they used to make this identification.  These characteristics 
included seeking to understand different perspectives and wanting to maintain stability 
within the district.  Superintendent 4 described the balancer as needing “authentic and 
honest” information and time to reflect and develop her own understanding of the full 
situation.  Superintendent 5 described the balancer as “really interested in the 
organization, but also is very diplomatic.” 
Effective strategies.  The theme with the most coded responses for strategies used 
with a balancer was communication (see Table 15).  The theme of relationships was also 
highly coded.  The most frequently coded strategies across all themes were the following: 
• Regular communication and contact 
• Preparation and anticipation 
• Build relationships and trust 
• Show respect for members’ needs and strengths 
Communication.  Communication strategies are key for superintendents to work 
with balancers.  However, these communication strategies are distinct and specific to 
fully access the skills balancers bring to their role on the board.  Both Superintendents 4 
and 5 described needing the balancers on their boards.  Superintendent 4 described a time  
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Table 15 
Summary of Effective Strategies Used With Balancers 
Style Theme Code Frequency 
Balancer Communication Regular communication and contact 5 
  Use of data and evidence 0 
  Focus and vision 0 
  Preparation and anticipation 3 
  Present multiple perspectives 0 
  Provide fair and balanced information 1 
  Access to outside experts 0 
  Provide additional details 0 
  Actively and strategically listen 2 
    Total 11 
    
 Governance Clarify roles and responsibilities 2 
  Provide governance training 0 
    Total 2 
    
 Relationships Transparency and honesty 1 
  Build relationships and trust 3 
  Show respect for members’ needs and 
strengths 
5 
  Provide coaching to member 0 
  Respect confidentiality 1 
  Understand history of and with district 0 
    Total 10 
    
 Personal mastery Self-awareness and reflection 1 
  Explain reasoning and options 2 
  Have patience and allow time for 
processing 
0 
  Allow members to lead 2 
    Total 5 
 
when she and the identified balancer met to discuss challenges encountered by the board.  
She noted, 
I’ve tried to provide a situation or circumstances, maybe make a recommendation, 
but give her the autonomy and authority and respect.  As president these are some 
of the things that you get to help me decide, this is my recommendation.  Help, 
let’s think through some things.  [She is] are always interested in hearing a 
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balance, not my opinion.  I think timeliness of information is really important 
because if she hears my side or my perspective before she hears it from someone 
she knows.  I’ve already kind of laid some foundation. 
The type of communication strategies Superintendent 4 used provided balanced 
information but was much more reciprocal than other communication previously 
described for other political styles. 
 Superintendent 5 described meeting with the balancer on her board “all the time. 
We physically met.”  These in-person meetings solidified a bond from a time when the 
two had previously worked on a committee together before the superintendent accepted 
the position in this district.  Now that they have worked together for 3 years, the 
superintendent gave “her a heads up and asking her if she has ideas for whatever it is 
because I just always feel like if certain people have background information” it goes 
more smoothly.  The superintendent often will “seek her out” for counsel and advice. 
 Governance.  Both of the balancers identified by Superintendents 4 and 5 have 
extensive backgrounds in education as district staff and trustees.  Both superintendents 
referenced this background knowledge and leadership skill in comments about 
governance training.  Although both are willing to attend additional trainings, the 
superintendents described relying on these balancers to support other board members to 
understand their roles and responsibilities as board members.  Each is a past board 
president and continues to take on leadership roles within the board to support other 
board members to understand governance policy and board roles. 
 Relationships.  The relationships with the balancers described by Superintendents 
4 and 5 were warm and reciprocal.  Superintendent 4 defined the most important strategy 
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she used to develop a trusting relationship as being “real and authentic and honest.”  
When the balancer comes to her with a problem, Superintendent 4 confessed, “There’s 
always a little truth to something.  So, this is never ever a time to be dishonest.”  
However, she can count on the balancer to “actually seek to understand” so they work to 
find a solution together.  Superintendent 5 described the high level of respect she has for 
the balancer.  She knows that she can trust the balancer with confidential information and 
be vulnerable.  During their time working together, Superintendent 5 has developed “a lot 
of respect and admiration for her.”  By finding a common vision to support students, 
teachers and the community, this trust has continued to grow. 
 Personal mastery.  By stepping back and allowing the balancers to lead, 
Superintendents 4 and 5 both showed a deep sense of awareness of their own ego and the 
strengths of the balancers.  Superintendent 4 described a recent event when the balancer 
asked that the superintendent seek out the opinion of the principals in the district and not 
just the board members.  This request could have been taken as a challenge to the 
superintendent’s authority, but the superintendent was able to step back and see the 
request for what it was, a way to honor other leaders within the district.  She detailed the 
incident about the balancer sending “an e-mail, ‘What do the principal’s think?’  Well, 
how nice is that?”  The superintendent’s voice was soft and full of wonder as she 
described this interaction with the balancer.  She was touched by the balancer’s 
thoughtfulness rather than challenged by the request. 
Developer.  Developers work behind the scenes to coach or challenge others to 
build skills that can positively advance organizational interests to which they are fully 
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committed.  Developers exhibit a high level of self-awareness of their own knowledge 
and skill (De Luca, 2002; Goleman, 2000; Rath, 2007; White et al., 2016). 
Two of the 25 (8%) board members studied were identified as developer.  Two of 
the five superintendents reported having at least one developer as a board member.  
Superintendents commonly described developers as wanting to be a board member in 
order to serve the community and being fully committed to the role.  Superintendent 5 
summed it up succinctly stating, “He is here for the right reasons.  How he works behind 
the scenes.”  Likewise, Superintendent 2 depicted the developer doing “always about 
what’s best for the district.” 
Effective strategies.  The theme with the most coded responses for strategies used 
with a developer was relationships (see Table 16).  The theme of communication was 
also highly coded.  The most frequently coded strategies across all themes were the 
following: 
• Use data and evidence 
• Preparation and anticipation 
• Transparency and honesty 
• Show respect for board members’ needs and strengths 
Communication.  The communication strategies the superintendents deployed fell 
into a pattern with those board members identified as developers.  Both Superintendents 2 
and 4 used data and evidence, provided access to outside experts, and anticipated the 
needs of these board members.  For example, Superintendent 2 had proposed adding solar 
panels to some of the school sites.  He described providing access to an employee from 
the solar panel company: 
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Table 16 
Summary of Effective Strategies Used With Developers 
Style Theme Code Frequency 
Developer Communication Regular communication and contact 0 
  Use of data and evidence 6 
  Focus and vision 0 
  Preparation and anticipation 3 
  Present multiple perspectives 1 
  Provide fair and balanced information 0 
  Access to outside experts 2 
  Provide additional details 0 
  Actively and strategically listen 0 
    Total 12 
    
 Governance Clarify roles and responsibilities 0 
  Provide governance training 0 
    Total 0 
    
 Relationships Transparency and honesty 3 
  Build relationships and trust 1 
  Show respect for members’ needs and 
strengths 
7 
  Provide coaching to member 1 
  Respect confidentiality 0 
  Understand history of and with district 1 
    Total 13 
    
 Personal mastery Self-awareness and reflection 0 
  Explain reasoning and options 2 
  Have patience and allow time for 
processing 
0 
  Allow members to lead 0 
    Total 2 
 
I finally had her and the guy from the solar company and myself sit down and talk 
over things because I knew that she’d know he’d be asking some in-depth type 
questions that I couldn’t necessarily answer quite as well. 
He continued, “[Having] the resident experts there with you is always a good thing.  And 
then once she gets a couple of questions answered and she feels comfortable with it, then 
she’s completely good.”  Providing access to the data and evidence related to an issue and 
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outside experts to respond to questions was a key combination for Superintendent 2 when 
working with the developer. 
 Superintendent 4 provided data and evidence in a unique way.  The school board 
was wrestling with a demand from one board member to reduce class size.  The 
superintendent had presented research and local data to the entire board.  For her 
developer, she suggested a new way to see the evidence firsthand: 
Anyway, so I said, “Why don’t you come walk classes with me before the 
meeting.”  So, we walked out, and we walked both campuses.  We do it once a 
trimester [now].  He was interested in seeing what it was like because he’d seen it 
when I first started.  Our class sizes had been getting smaller over time.  It’s 
always good to put boots on the ground, eyes on kids and teachers because it 
really wasn’t their issue.  It was really just one person’s issue. 
Thinking about new ways to present data and evidence to the developer was key for 
Superintendent 4. 
Governance.  The superintendents who identified developer styles on their board 
did not identify any governance strategies.  Both Superintendents 2 and 4 described the 
developers on their boards as being very “connected” to the districts.  In each case, they 
highlighted the emotional connection the developers have to the school community, 
students, and teachers, rather than technical or procedural skills they possess.  Each also 
emphasized the trusting relationships they have with the developer to take the time to 
discuss issues and think together about events and initiatives, rather than relying on 
education policy to guide their decision-making.  Neither Superintendent 2 nor 
Superintendent 4 identified governance strategies for arrangers or developers.  As 
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strategists, these superintendents seem to be demonstrating their ability to purposefully 
select the most effective strategies with developers who are interested in advancing the 
interest of their school communities. 
 Relationships.  Both superintendents who identified a developer sought to show 
respect for the members’ needs and strengths and be honest and transparent to develop 
trusting relationships.  Superintendent 4 specifically identified transparency as an element 
of the classroom walk-throughs strategy.  She explained, “I think that was the let’s go 
walk classrooms.  We might need you.  You need to have some more information.  So 
again, more information, more transparent.”  Knowing that she could rely on the 
strengths of the developer to help her communicate with other board members provided 
additional support in resolving the issue of class size. 
 Superintendent 2 developed a deep understanding about what motivates his 
developer and found that he was able to call on her when needed.  He described her as 
being “always about what’s best for the district and then over that for the community.”  
The superintendent and developer have worked together for many years including a 
principal-teacher relationship and now a superintendent-board member relationship.  
Superintendent 2 had difficulty identifying a specific strategy for developing a trusting 
relationship with his developer beyond time. 
 Personal mastery.  Although personal mastery skills of self-reflection, having 
patience, and allowing members to lead were not rated as strategies by superintendents 
who identified developers, Superintendent 4 described a time when she explained her 
thinking and provided options to the developer on her board.  She said, 
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We strategized the morning away about how it’s going to go on Wednesday.  So, 
he needed to have an understanding so that if things went in a direction that it 
couldn’t go.  He understood that we were in the middle of negotiations.  
By taking the time to understand her own thinking and assumptions about this situation 
and expressing it clearly to the developer, Superintendent 4 supported the thinking of her 
board member and ensured that they were focused on the same goals during negotiations.  
She also integrated this personal mastery strategy with the communication strategy to 
strategically listen to his questions and concentrate their interaction on the common 
goals. 
Planner.  Planners demonstrate modest initiative in political ventures and are 
typically focused on self-interests rather than organizational interests.  Planners gather 
and analyze data for potential personal risks, putting constraints on decision-making 
(Hackman, 2002; Hackman & Wageman, 2005; White et al., 2016).  
Two of the 25 (8%) board members studied were identified as planners.  Two of 
the five superintendents reported having at least one planner as a board member.  
Superintendents who identified a planner among their board members reported several 
similar characteristics they used to make this identification.  These characteristics 
included bringing a broad range of experiences and ideas to the table.  Planners use data 
and respect the organization of the district to move initiatives forward.  Superintendent 2 
shared that the planner responds well to a focus on “instruction items [and] student 
achievement data.”  Similarly, Superintendent 4 detailed the planner as understanding 
“the corporate world and the high-tech industry” so he tries to “use data to build 
understanding.” 
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Effective strategies.  The theme with the most coded responses for strategies used 
with a planner was communication (see Table 17).  The theme of relationships was also 
highly coded.  The most frequently coded strategies across all themes were the following: 
• Regular communication and contact 
• Preparation and anticipation 
 
Table 17 
Summary of Effective Strategies Used With Planners 
Style Theme Code Frequency 
Planner Communication Regular communication and contact 3 
  Use of data and evidence 2 
  Focus and vision 0 
  Preparation and anticipation 3 
  Present multiple perspectives 0 
  Provide fair and balanced information 0 
  Access to outside experts 0 
  Provide additional details 1 
  Actively and strategically listen 3 
    Total 12 
    
 Governance Clarify roles and responsibilities 3 
  Provide governance training 1 
    Total 4 
    
 Relationships Transparency and honesty 1 
  Build relationships and trust 1 
  Show respect for members’ needs and 
strengths 
4 
  Provide coaching to member 0 
  Respect confidentiality 0 
  Understand history of and with district 3 
    Total 9 
    
 Personal mastery Self-awareness and reflection 2 
  Explain reasoning and options 1 
  Have patience and allow time for 
processing 
0 
  Allow members to lead 0 
    Total 3 
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• Actively and strategically listen 
• Show respect for board members’ needs and strength 
• Understand history of district 
 Communication.  Regular communication and contact, preparation, and active 
listening were important strategies for superintendents who identified planners. 
Superintendent 1 shared,  
I listen to his ideas about what needs to be upgraded, which at the time might be 
irritating to listen to, but politely listen and then it might be a month later, it might 
be a year later, come back and say, “Here, I think I have a way we can do that 
project you wanted us to take on.”  I follow up on his suggested projects maybe 
18 months later, maybe a month later.  But he’s seeing that happen over the years 
so he feels listened to and respected and he feels like the important things are 
getting done.  I think he trusts that I’m listening. 
Combined with the personal mastery strategy for controlling his own emotions, 
Superintendent 1 is strategically listening and following up consistently to support the 
planner’s ideas and respond to his inquiries. 
 Superintendent 4 prepares “information in advance” for the planner on her board.  
She explained, “I’m ready with the answers but I’m anticipating the questions he’s going 
to ask.”  By “staying in front of that information flow,” she communicates more 
efficiently and works more effectively with her planner. 
 Governance.  Superintendent 4 described times she has refocused her planner on 
the roles and responsibilities of the superintendent and board members.  She detailed a 
time when “he was trying to follow the chain of command; he was trying to follow 
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procedure” in surfacing an issue, so she reinforced the procedure he followed.  She talked 
about his desire to use his role to “speak from some kind of position of authority on the 
matter and convince other board members that this is something we should support.”  She 
intentionally finds ways to clarify with him how to take a leadership position within the 
boundaries of board policy. 
 Relationships.  Both Superintendents 1 and 4 have found ways to use the history 
of the district to build relationships with their board members identified as planners.  
Superintendent 1 described a time when his planner 
had to weather conflict in the community, not with me.  He’ll express 
appreciation for how things are now, compared to how they were, to remind the 
newer board members that our board meetings weren’t always an hour.  A lot of 
times they went ‘til 11 p.m. 
Similarly, Superintendent 4 described a time of conflict when her planner “lived through 
the experience of being on the other side of the table with another board member and 
myself kind of talking about the issues.”  Having a history with the planner and showing 
how the operations of the district have improved supports a stronger relationship between 
the superintendent and the planner.  Being able to endure and improve during times of 
conflict built trusting relationships. 
 Personal mastery.  Superintendent 1 combined strategies for communication and 
personal mastery.  He described needing to control his own reactions and emotions when 
listening to his planner present ideas.  He described it as “irritating to listen to.”  
However, he was able to use these times to slow down and take the time to think about 
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the ultimate outcome beyond the one interaction.  A result of his self-awareness and 
emotional control has been improved communication and trust. 
Strategist.  Strategists are visionary, open to new ideas, and collaborative.  They 
empower others and model the organization’s values.  Supporting organizational interests 
over self-interests, they strategically use a variety of approaches to propose new 
initiatives, engage diverse stakeholders, elicit commitment, and make purposeful 
decisions (De Luca, 2002; Dergel, 2014; White et al., 2016). 
Two of the 25 (8%) board members studied were identified as strategists.  Two of 
the five superintendents reported having at least one strategist as a board member.  
Superintendents commonly identified strategies as understanding the political nature of 
the role, fostering an awareness for what all stakeholders want, and being open to new 
ideas.  Superintendent 1 reported the strategist as responding to “the information and the 
data from outside the agency rather than inside the agency” and becoming a “strong 
advocate” once she has new information.  Superintendent 2 expressed appreciation that 
the strategist is intellectual and understands the policies and is thinking of other board 
members. 
Effective strategies.  The theme with the most coded responses for strategies used 
with a strategist was communication (see Table 18).  The most frequently coded 
strategies across all themes were the following: 
• Regular communication and contact 
• Use of data and evidence  
• Preparation and anticipation 
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Table 18 
Summary of Effective Strategies Used With Strategists 
Style Theme Code Frequency 
Strategist Communication Regular communication and contact 2 
  Use of data and evidence 3 
  Focus and vision 1 
  Preparation and anticipation 2 
  Present multiple perspectives 1 
  Provide fair and balanced information 0 
  Access to outside experts 1 
  Provide additional details 0 
  Actively and strategically listen 0 
    Total 10 
    
 Governance Clarify roles and responsibilities 0 
  Provide governance training 1 
    Total 1 
    
 Relationships Transparency and honesty 2 
  Build relationships and trust 1 
  Show respect for members’ needs and 
strengths 
1 
  Provide coaching to member 0 
  Respect confidentiality 0 
  Understand history of and with district 0 
    Total 4 
    
 Personal mastery Self-awareness and reflection 0 
  Explain reasoning and options 1 
  Have patience and allow time for 
processing 
0 
  Allow members to lead 0 
    Total 1 
 
 Communication.  Superintendent 1 described his strategist as a health-care 
professional and a parent who will  
come at something emotionally, like a parent sometimes.  But then when we 
provide the research and the information and the data and maybe even an article, 
in her head she’ll flip it from as a parent to as a public health practitioner and 
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she’ll apply those same concepts and see that what we’re doing makes sense from 
a public health standpoint. 
He concluded she “has really responded to the information and the data from outside the 
agency rather than just from inside the agency.”  Superintendent 1 clearly deployed the 
strategies of using data and evidence and using outside experts with his strategist. 
 Superintendent 2 described using preparation and anticipation as his main strategy 
with the strategist on his board.  He explained,  
I really just try to give him kind of a head’s up, what’s kind of going on, what he 
can expect, what we’ve done, why we’ve done it.  So, he’s kind of got all that 
information going into it.  Just kind of making him aware of the situation.  Just 
kind of making him aware of the situation.  Then showing him all aspects of what 
it is, what’s going on, what I feel is best, why those types of things seem to work. 
Governance.  Superintendent 1 described governance training to be the most 
effective strategy with the strategist on his board.  He explained, “She, within a year, also 
became a strong advocate.  And she’s one that was really affected by going to CSBA 
training and hearing horror stories from other board members in other districts.”  After 
initially being uncertain about his qualifications and skills when Superintendent 1 was 
hired, the strategist has responded to information and training received on board 
governance.  It has helped her to identify the strengths and skills Superintendent 1 brings 
to the district. 
 Relationships.  Superintendent 4 described honesty as the most effective strategy 
to build a trusting relationship with the strategist on her board.  She explained,  
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He knows the board, newer policies and all that stuff pretty well, but with him it’s 
just the straight forward approach is best with him.  Just a good honest approach.  
With him, just being honest and straightforward so that he knows what’s going 
on.  And like I said, he’s been in the business a long time.  He’s been a board 
member long time. 
Superintendent 4 viewed honesty as the foundation for the trusting relationship she has 
built with the strategist. 
 Personal mastery.  For Superintendents 1 and 4, personal mastery strategies were 
combined with strategies for communication and relationship building.  Superintendent 4 
detailed this strategy: “I always try to explain with him, the reasons why we’re going to 
do it because of this or I think it’s better because of that.”  Recognizing her own 
reasoning and clearly articulating it to the strategist is a strategy she described using. 
Analyst.  Analysts are passive and oriented toward self-interest over 
organizational interest.  They are primarily focused on tasks over relationships and will 
seek evidence, proof, and a detailed analysis before risking a change (Bolman & Deal, 
1991; Boulgarides & Cohen, 2001; DeLuca, 1999; Rowe & Boulgarides, 1992; White et 
al., 2016).  
One of the 25 (4%) board members in the study was identified as an analyst.  
Because only one of the five superintendents reported having an analyst as a board 
member, data are limited about strategies for working with this political style.  
Superintendent 5 described the analyst as “more politically-minded.”  He said, 
He compares everything that we do in education with him as a business person.  
It’s a lot of times with people, wanting to go out there and get what the people 
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know and feel and believe, get their thoughts and ideas, which is all good, but it’s 
always about things that he has a particular interest in. (Superintendent 5) 
She presented him as self-interested but passive because he has limited time in his 
schedule to engage in the duties required of a school board member. 
Effective strategies.  The theme with the most coded responses for strategies used 
with a strategist was relationships (see Table 19).  The theme of communication was also  
 
Table 19 
Summary of Effective Strategies Used With Analyst 
Style Theme Code Frequency 
Analyst Communication Regular communication and contact 3 
  Use of data and evidence 0 
  Focus and vision 0 
  Preparation and anticipation 0 
  Present multiple perspectives 1 
  Provide fair and balanced information 0 
  Access to outside experts 0 
  Provide additional details 0 
  Actively and strategically listen 1 
    Total 5 
    
 Governance Clarify roles and responsibilities 0 
  Provide governance training 0 
    Total 0 
    
 Relationships Transparency and honesty 0 
  Build relationships and trust 2 
  Show respect for members’ needs and 
strengths 
6 
  Provide coaching to member 0 
  Respect confidentiality 0 
  Understand history of and with district 0 
    Total 8 
    
 Personal mastery Self-awareness and reflection 0 
  Explain reasoning and options 0 
  Have patience and allow time for 
processing 
0 
  Allow members to lead 1 
    Total 1 
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highly coded.  The most frequently coded strategies across all themes were the following: 
• Regular communication and contact 
• Show respect for members’ needs and strength 
 Communication.  Superintendent 5 described communicating with the analyst 
regularly “on the side, individually.”  These communications were rarely in person and 
took place via text or e-mail because of the analyst’s travel and work schedule.  The 
superintendent outlined the adjustments she has made to her communications with him 
based on his requests.  She detailed one of his requests, “He’ll text and say, ‘Can I be off 
this chain please?  I just don’t have time to read all of this.’”  As disconnected as this 
might seem, the superintendent summed it up this way, “A lot of my communication with 
him on the side is either by phone or texting.  He’s real good about communicating with 
me too, so we do that a lot.”  By scrutinizing his preferences for interactions, the 
superintendent reported having more success communicating with him. 
 Governance.  The superintendent who identified an analyst style on their board 
did not identify any governance strategies. Although Superintendent 5 did not identify 
any specific governance strategies, she described him as “politically-minded.”  She 
explained that he is out of town regularly for work but also presents big ideas for the 
school district.  The superintendent did not describe needing to clarify the roles and 
responsibilities of a board member or provide formal governance training in these 
situations but of needing to “get him to understand the parameters” around the budget and 
local needs.  Capitalizing on her developer style, Superintendent 5 described working 
behind the scenes to coach or challenge the analyst to channel his energies into more 
organizationally focused areas. 
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 Relationships.  Superintendent 5 combined the communication strategy of 
listening with relationship-building strategies.  She described working hard to identify his 
needs and strengths by listening to him.  By “validating his ideas and trying to get him to 
understand the parameters even of the budget and what’s feasible and what’s not feasible, 
and what could be done through the individual sites without spending a great deal of 
money,” they have been able to come together for a common purpose of supporting 
students, teachers, and the community.  
She also recognized and acknowledged his strengths by recommending him for 
countywide committees and adapting his ideas for a large-scale environmental facility to 
school site gardens.  Additionally, she learned about his personal interests and celebrated 
them.  She described him as “into running and he’s into some of these things, so his gifts 
for his birthday or for Christmas revolve around his interests just so he feels like he 
matters.”  She compassionately described him as “a very genuine person.  I know he’s 
very appreciative of me.  I know he means well.  I think being on the board was a big 
shock to him how much time and effort, and how much personal time he was going to 
have to take.” 
Personal mastery.  Superintendent 5 was reflective about her relationship with the 
analyst board member.  She described finding strategic ways of stepping back and 
acknowledging his leadership.  Although she described several of his innovative ideas at 
odds with the district’s budget and resources, she took an inquiry stance to learn more 
about his values and beliefs to find ways to honor his contributions.  Taking the time to 
check her own assumptions and having the patience to adjust her own communication 
style were strategies she deployed to work productively with this board member. 
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Effective strategies for all political styles.  When analyzing effective strategies 
for all political styles, the theme with the highest frequency of coding was personal 
mastery with 25 codes (see Table 20).  Communication was next with 22 codes.  
Relationships had 13 codes, followed by governance with nine codes.  The effective 
strategies with the highest frequency of coding across all themes were self-awareness and 
reflection, regular communication and contact, build trusting relationships, and provide 
governance training. 
Table 20 
Summary of Effective Strategies Used With All Political Styles  
Style Theme Code Frequency 
All Styles Communication Regular communication and contact 10 
  Use of data and evidence 4 
  Focus and vision 2 
  Preparation and anticipation 4 
  Present multiple perspectives 1 
  Provide fair and balanced information 0 
  Access to outside experts 0 
  Provide additional details 0 
  Actively and strategically listen 1 
    Total 22 
    
 Governance Clarify roles and responsibilities 2 
  Provide governance training 7 
    Total 9 
    
 Relationships Transparency and honesty 2 
  Build relationships and trust 10 
  Show respect for members’ needs and 
strengths 
0 
  Provide coaching to member 0 
  Respect confidentiality 1 
  Understand history of and with district 0 
    Total 13 
    
 Personal mastery Self-awareness and reflection 23 
  Explain reasoning and options 0 
  Have patience and allow time for processing 0 
  Allow members to lead 2 
    Total 25 
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 Personal mastery.  Personal mastery was the highest coded theme and the 
majority (92%) of the strategies described were self-awareness and reflection.  Several of 
the superintendents described needing to control their emotions.  Superintendent 3 
explained, 
Letting my opinion or my emotion take over, let people get to me and get 
flustered, not being prepared, I would say, just all of those things you want to 
avoid, put your foot in your mouth politically, not being a listener, being a teller.  
And yeah, those are all bad things.  So, I mainly focus on being a listener, a really 
good listener.  And running that through my experience, and at this stage of my 
life, I’d call it wisdom of just being wise enough to know what to do when and 
mainly just listen to people and let them validate what they’re saying, understand 
that they’re passionate and when they’re complaining, there’s a passion behind 
that complaint and try to understand that passion and share that, acknowledge 
that. 
 Most of the superintendents described relying on readings, workshops, and 
mentorships to increase their self-awareness and reflection skills.  Superintendent 1 
recalled meeting with respected peers to better understand their strategies to work with 
board members.  Superintendent 2 called on his experience in the military: 
I was in the military for 9 years, about half that time I spent in the [military] 
world.  And so, unless you’re shooting bullets or rockets at me, I’m not going to 
get too excited because I’ve been through a lot.  And that’s just life experience 
before I even got an education.  So, I don’t take things personally, I don’t get mad 
and upset and react to everything.  It just is what it is. 
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Superintendent 3 also summarized experiences of practicing personal mastery before 
meetings with board members: 
I prep my brain before I go into every meeting, I just kind of go into this 
meditation place of, “Okay, who do I need to show up as?  How do I need to show 
up?” And I inevitably show up . . . I need to show up coach-like, where I’m 
listening, I’m trying to hear the emotion behind what they have, the passion and 
then I’m listening for any kind of indication as barriers or whatever, to help them 
work around and get them to do their best thinking.  I need to go in with some real 
questions.  I need to listen for the right questions to ask.  I tend to go in that way 
most times.  But I have to meditate and kind of get in that space because I’m so 
excited about doing the work and accomplishing the work.  I can get out in front 
of myself pretty easily. 
Superintendent 5 described an intensive self-reflection practice she has developed.  
Each year, she has conducted a survey to gather data from 
classified and certificated and parents about how I’m doing.  I look at the data.  I 
figure out where my strengths are, and what I can do to make some areas better, 
and then I use that information as my reflective evaluation to [the board] before 
they give me theirs, and then I also use it in my goals for the following year. 
 Communication.  The most often coded strategy for communication with all 
board members is regular communication and contact.  All superintendents reported 
using different strategies to provide scheduled updates to their board members.  
Superintendents 4 and 5 both described using weekly updates in different forms.  
Superintendent 4 described the evolution of her board update: 
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For the first 3 or 4 years, I thoughtfully wrote my Friday communication.  I was 
wordy and descriptive and probably gave more information than I should’ve.  I’ve 
been accused of being overly transparent.  And then I was like, they didn’t read it. 
So, what I do is I actually do a Friday afternoon call that hits some highlights, no 
personnel.  Things I know that are of interest to them.  Anything that I need to 
follow up with them on.  And they will listen to a 2-minute phone call and be up 
to speed. 
Superintendent 5 portrayed a similar update: 
I do what’s called a Monday Memo.  It’s a Google slide deck.  Every Monday, I 
send it out to the whole district including the board, and it is full of slides of 
pictures of what’s going on in classrooms that I’ve been in.  I start each Monday 
Memo because our focus is. . . . This is something that we started when I came, 
the whole focus on social-emotional learning and restorative practices, and so the 
first slide is always some little tidbit for teachers or aides or yard duty, what they 
can do to support kid’s social-emotional.  The rest of it is all what’s going on in 
classrooms. 
The communication has proven so successful, she has deployed it districtwide to all staff. 
 Relationships.  Building trusting relationship is a vital strategy for these 
superintendents to use with all board members.  Superintendent 2 described how he 
builds relationships, both personally and professionally: “I had lunch with them. I invited 
them to the house, we got to know each other’s families and then we built trust through 
some common likes.” 
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Superintendent 2 reported building relationships as an integral strategy paired with 
governance training at CSBA workshops: 
I would go there and give them an understanding, give them some education.  
Then we would go to dinner and we would talk about what they learned that day 
and they would ask me specific questions.  I asked them, “What specific questions 
do you have about our district and how those things work?”  “Or what thoughts 
do you have about how that works in our district and how that compares to what 
you’re learning here?” 
Superintendent 5 braided together relationship building with self-awareness about who 
she does and does not have strong relationships with: 
I think mainly I tend to focus on the ones that I don’t think I have the very best 
relationship, like the one that I struggle with the most.  The ones that I feel like I 
have a pretty good relationship with, I just want to make sure I keep doing what 
I’m doing, but the ones that I struggle with, yes, I’m always trying to figure out 
what I can do better, whether it’s reading a book on how to . . . I mean, literally. 
 Governance.  All superintendents reported some type of governance training for 
all of their board members.  Most of the superintendents reported taking advantage of 
governance trainings in their local areas to reduce travel for board members.  
Superintendent 1 explained her strategy: 
We had a CSBA trainer come.  We’ve sent all new members to the CSBA new 
board member training.  The last time we had a new board member, the entire 
board wanted to go do it together with the new member.  And then most, if you’ve 
been president, you’ve been to the president’s training for CSBA.  The county 
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school boards association, which is a representative from every board in this 
county, sends a rep to that group.  So, they’re convening one trustee per district. 
They host workshops.  Used to be four times a year, now it’s three times a year. 
Similarly, Superintendent 5 detailed the trainings she used: 
Three of the five have been through CSBA’s full on governance training.  We go 
every year to the CSBA conference.  Individuals will go to the trainings that the 
county offers.  When I came on board, we had 4 or 5 days spread out over the 
course of the first year with the search company.  They came and did a training 
and helped us develop our norms and our goals. 
Effective strategies specific to rural settings.  Rural communities are defined by 
their low population density and their distance from urban centers (Isserman, 2005). 
Rural superintendents face unique challenges in working with their students, staff, school 
board members, and communities (Forner et al., 2012; Harrington, 2017; Lamkin, 2006). 
Having less access to resources and more limited opportunities than urban or suburban 
districts, rural superintendents may need to employ unique political strategies in working 
with their school board members (CPEC, 2006; Weston, 2010; White et al., 2016).   
Relationships.  Building trusting relationships was emphasized as being 
especially important in rural communities by several of the superintendents.  
Superintendent 1 has been strategic about “finding times and places to be visible” and 
interact with board members within the scope of his job.  He continued talking about 
rural communities, “When there’s a mystery, there’s distrust and distrust is conflict.”  
Every superintendent referenced strong familial or social connections board members 
have to employees in the districts and the necessity to, as Superintendent 4 described it, 
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“mend bridges when needed” to maintain stability.  These data underscore the importance 
for superintendents to build strong relationships in rural school districts.  
Communication.  Targeted and proactive communication was accentuated as 
especially important in rural communities by all of the superintendents.  Because of the 
extensive history many board members of rural districts have as former students and/or 
current parents and employees and the close social ties board members maintain to the 
district through family members and friends who are parents and employees, 
communicating repeatedly and in advance was noted by all superintendents.  
Superintendent 1 referred to this style of communication as “redundant transparency,” 
and Superintendent 4 described providing “information in advance of . . . getting it from 
others.”  Superintendents 1 and 2 both described situations in which they overheard board 
members being given inaccurate or biased information at informal gathers such as soccer 
games or student performances.  These data underscore the importance of superintendents 
being intentional and strategic in developing communication strategies in rural districts.  
Governance.  Because rural communities can be isolated, learning from and with 
other districts’ board members provides rural board members with a perspective 
unavailable to them learning only within their own community.  Most of the 
superintendents referenced strategies to provide training in different venues targeted to 
the needs and tenure of their rural board members.  For example, Superintendent 3 
described attending governance trainings with board members to be able to debrief 
afterwards so board members could “ask [him] specific questions” or share “thoughts 
about how that works in our district.”  His goal was to create a safe space for board 
members who may not have had previous experience with governance or brought an 
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unsophisticated view of governance to ask questions and more deeply understand their 
role. 
Personal mastery.  All of the superintendents described the need to monitor their 
own thinking and actions during interactions with staff, board members, and community 
members because social relationships are so tightknit in rural communities.  
Superintendent 1 shared that he sought mentorship from successful superintendents 
because his role as a superintendent 20% of the time was unique and unprecedented.  He 
needed someone outside the district and community with whom he could analyze 
challenges and brainstorm solutions without fear of repercussions.  Similarly, 
Superintendent 2 described needing to “limit emotional response[s]” and being able to be 
“flexible and absorb things” because he knew others were observing him. 
Superintendent 3 talked specifically about his meditation practice before meetings 
with board members.  He described this meditation practice as consisting of at least 15 
minutes of quiet concentration and reflection time so that he could clear his head and 
focus on the outcomes he expected from the meeting with the board member.  He 
attributed this practice to the outcomes he was able to achieve when meeting with his 
board members and to his calm and measured demeanor during these meetings. 
Summary 
Chapter IV included a presentation and analysis of the data collected through an 
explanatory sequential mixed methods approach.  The presentation and analysis of data 
included the quantitative data collected from the survey and the qualitative data collected 
from face-to-face interviews.  Because this was a sequential explanatory mixed methods 
study, the researcher administered the surveys first and then conducted the interviews.  
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The presentation and analysis of data was organized by and responsive to the research 
questions used in the study:  
1. How do rural elementary school district superintendents perceive their own political 
style and the individual styles of their school board members?  
2. What are the strategies rural elementary school district superintendents use to work 
with the different styles of school board members?  
Four of the five superintendents identified their own political style as a strategist.  
One superintendent identified as a developer.  The political styles of the 25 board 
members studied were five developers, four adaptors, four arrangers, three challengers, 
two balancers, two developers, two planners, two strategists, and one analyst. 
The strategies rural elementary school district superintendents use to work with 
board members were organized into four themes during the data analysis: relationships, 
communication, governance, and personal mastery.  For each political style, the strategies 
were analyzed to identify the most frequently coded themes, most frequently coded 
strategies within each theme, and the most frequently coded strategies across all themes. 
A summary of the strategies rural elementary school district superintendents use to work 
with the different political styles of board members is shown in Table 21.  
Chapter V discusses the major findings in greater detail, as well as the unexpected 
findings and conclusions.  Chapter V also discusses implications for action and 
recommendations for further research.  Finally, the chapter ends with concluding remarks 
and reflections.  
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Table 21 
Summary of Effective Strategies Used With Different Political Styles  
Political style Strategies 
Supporter Regular communication and contact; present multiple perspectives; actively 
and strategically listen; clarify roles and responsibilities; build relationships 
and trust; show respect for members’ needs and strengths; transparency and 
honesty; self-awareness and reflection; and explain reasoning and options. 
Adaptor Actively and strategically listen; regular communication and contact; 
preparation and anticipation; clarify roles and responsibilities; show respect 
for members needs and strengths; understand history of and with district; 
build relationships and trust; self-awareness and reflection; have patience and 
allow time for processing; and explain reasoning and options. 
Arranger Preparation and anticipation; regular communication and contact; actively 
and strategically listen; access outside experts; provide additional details; 
show respect for members’ needs and strengths; transparency and honesty; 
self-awareness and reflection; explain reasoning and options; and have 
patience and allow time for processing. 
Challenger Self-awareness and reflection; use of data and evidence; regular 
communication and contact; focus and vision; actively and strategically 
listen; build trusting relationships; and show respect for members’ needs and 
strengths. 
Balancer Regular communication and contact; preparation and anticipation; clarify 
roles and responsibilities; show respect for members’ needs and strengths; 
and build relationships and trust. 
Developer Use of data and evidence; preparation and anticipation; show respect for 
members’ needs and strengths; explain reasoning and options. 
Planner Regular communication and contact; regular communication and contact; 
actively and strategically listen; clarify roles and responsibilities; show 
respect for members’ needs and strengths; and understand history of and with 
district. 
Strategist Use of data and evidence; regular communication and contact; preparation 
and anticipation; and transparency and honesty. 
Analyst Use of data and evidence; show respect for members’ needs and strengths; 
build relationships and trust. 
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Overview 
Chapter IV provided a summary of the purpose, research questions, methodology, 
data collection procedures, and population sample.  Additionally, the demographic data 
of the superintendents who participated in the study were summarized.  Chapter V also 
synthesizes and reports the findings of the data collected as related to the research 
questions.  The chapter closes with a brief summary of the findings.  
Purpose Statement 
The purpose of this sequential explanatory mixed methods study was to identify 
the political styles of rural elementary school district superintendents and school board 
members as perceived by the superintendents.  In addition, it was the purpose to identify 
and explain the political strategies rural elementary school district superintendents use to 
work with the different political styles of school board members.  
Research Questions 
1. How do rural elementary school district superintendents perceive their own political 
style and the individual styles of their school board members?  
2. What are the strategies rural elementary school district superintendents use to work 
with the different styles of school board members?  
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures 
This explanatory sequential mixed methods study combines the strengths of both 
quantitative and qualitative methods into one study (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  
Quantitative data were collected using survey responses from exemplary rural elementary 
school district superintendents to provide the researcher with a general understanding 
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about demographic information, the political style of the superintendent, and the political 
styles of school board members.  Additionally, open-ended interviews were conducted 
with these same exemplary superintendents to collect qualitative data related to the 
identified political styles and political strategies employed by the superintendents when 
working with these board members.  The combination of these two investigative 
techniques improves triangulation (Hentz, 2012). 
 This study utilized an explanatory sequential method to triangulate a 
comprehensive set of data (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015).  C. Roberts 
(2010) and Patton (2015) both endorsed a mixed methods approach as it reduces errors in 
data and provides an additional level of details to a researcher’s explanation of the data.  
In an effort to support “greater credibility in the findings” (McMillan & Schumacher, 
2010, p. 26), this study collected both quantitative data and qualitative data to answer the 
research questions (Figure 2, repeated here for ease of reference). 
 
Figure 2. Explanatory sequential mixed methods design. Adapted from Research Design: 
Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Method Approaches, by J. W. Creswell, 2003. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage.  
137 
In this study, a group of exemplary rural superintendents were identified and then 
asked to complete a survey via an online instrument.  Subsequent to the quantitative data 
collection, a group of five exemplary rural superintendents who completed the survey 
were interviewed face-to-face.  After the collection of data via online surveys and face-
to-face interviews, the research data were analyzed based on the political styles matrix 
(White et al., 2016), and strategies utilized by exemplary rural elementary 
superintendents were identified.  
 According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), using survey data as part of a 
quantitative design allows the researcher to learn more about a subject’s “attitudes, 
beliefs, values, [and] behaviors” (p. 235).  This mixed methods study utilized the political 
styles matrix theoretical framework and the literature review as a conceptual structure to 
develop the survey.  The survey was designed to identify the political style of the 
superintendent and the political styles of school board members prior to the open-ended 
interview of the superintendent.  
Generally, qualitative methods allow for a more complete exploration of 
phenomena to be studied (Patton, 2015).  Specifically, within an explanatory sequential 
mixed methods study, the qualitative portion of the study serves to amplify the 
quantitative results gathered (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  With guidance and input from 
faculty and peer researchers, a series of open-ended interview questions were developed 
to clarify the political styles of the superintendent and board members and identify and 
explain the political strategies superintendents use to work with the different political 
styles of board members.  
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Population 
A research population is a well-defined group of individuals having similar 
characteristics from which a sample can be drawn (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; 
Patten 2012; Weiss & Weiss, 2012).  Creswell (2013) supported this definition, 
describing a population as a set of similar individuals possessing distinctive attributes or 
characteristics that differentiate them.  This study focused on public school 
superintendents and the strategies they use to work with board members of differing 
political styles.  
There are more than 14,000 districts in the United States (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2012).  This results in more than 14,000 superintendents.  The California Department of 
Education (CDE, n.d.-a) identified 1,024 public school superintendents in California.  
Because even this more limited population is still very large, the time and effort required 
to gather data made it prohibitive (Patten, 2012).  As a result, the population was 
constrained to identify a target population. 
To further narrow the population of this study of 1,024 school districts in 
California, 531 are rural school districts (CDE, n.d.-b).  To survey and interview the 
entire 531 rural superintendents would not have been not feasible because of fiscal and 
time constraints; therefore, the population was narrowed even further to identify a target 
population.  
Target Population 
A target population is defined as the population that the researcher has limited 
from the overall population to overcome constraints such as time, money, and geography 
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  A target population is also a population about which 
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inferences can be made (Creswell, 2014).  For this study, the target population was 
identified as rural superintendents meeting the criteria set by the thematic research team 
as exemplary.  First, the target population was narrowed to 531 rural school districts in 
California (CDE, n.d.-b).  Further, the target population was narrowed to a sample 
population of rural elementary superintendents in geographically contiguous Northern 
California counties of Butte, Colusa, El Dorado, Glenn, Lassen, Nevada, Placer, Plumas, 
Shasta, Sutter, Tehama, and Yuba. These counties include approximately 92 rural 
elementary school districts. 
Sample 
A sample is a group of subjects reflecting a specific population in which the 
researcher is “ultimately interested” (Patten, 2012, p. 45) and from whom the researcher 
collects data (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  Additionally, the researcher is able to 
make generalizations from the sample population (Creswell, 2013).  A purposeful 
convenience reputational sample was used in this study.  A purposeful sample is one in 
which a nonprobability sample is selected based on the representative characteristics of 
the population and the purpose of the study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; McMillian & 
Schumacher, 2010).  There were 125 districts that met these sample population 
parameters. 
The purposeful sample was used in this study to identify five exemplary rural 
elementary superintendents for the survey and the interviews.  This sample was within 
the geographical boundaries of Butte, Colusa, El Dorado, Glenn, Lassen, Nevada, Placer, 
Plumas, Shasta, Sutter, Tehama, and Yuba counties in California because it was 
geographically convenient for face-to-face interviews with the researcher.  
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Superintendents in this study have demonstrated at least four of the following eight 
criteria:  
• Shows evidence of positive governance team relationships. 
• Has a minimum of 3 years of experience as a superintendent in current district.  
• Is identified by the county superintendent as exemplary in working with board. 
• Is identified by a panel of experts knowledgeable of the work of superintendents. 
• Has received recognition as an exemplary superintendent by a professional 
organization such as the Association of California School Administrators (ACSA). 
• Has received recognition by his or her peers. 
• Has a membership in professional associations in his or her field. 
• Has participated in CSBA’s Masters in Governance training or other governance 
training with at least one board member. 
Demographic Data 
This sequential explanatory mixed methods study surveyed and interviewed five 
exemplary elementary school district superintendents from the target population who met 
an established set of criteria.  The five superintendents who participated in the study 
consisted of two females and three males and ranged in age from 51 to 70 years old.  The 
superintendents had between 3 years and 15 years in their current district and between 3 
years and 15 years of experience as a superintendent.  The enrollment of the school 
districts ranged in size from 400 students to 3,600 students.  Table 7 (repeated here for 
ease of reference) represents the demographics of the superintendents who participated in 
the study.  
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Table 7  
Demographics of Superintendents in Study  
Superintendent Gender Age 
Total years as 
superintendent 
Years in 
current district 
District 
enrollment 
Superintendent 1 M 51-60 15 10 400 
Superintendent 2 M 51-60 3 3 1,100 
Superintendent 3 M 61-70 5 5 700 
Superintendent 4 F 51-60 7 7 1,100 
Superintendent 5 F 61-70 5 3 3,600 
 
Major Findings 
 The major findings from this study stem from themes that were identified during 
data collection and coding process.  The major themes included relationships, 
communication, governance training, and personal mastery.  In addition, there was a 
significant finding in the area of evolving political styles and strategies over time.  
Finding 1: Building Personal Relationships and Trust Is Critical to Superintendent-
Board Work  
Building personal relationships and trust is critical to superintendents working 
successfully with board members.  Superintendents who put more time and effort into 
knowing their board members both personally and professionally establish more trusting 
relationships with their board members.  Stronger social connections and a deeper 
understanding of the strengths of each board member help the superintendent to be more 
effective in working with the board members.  Additionally, allotting time and providing 
structured ways for the board members to build personal relationships with one another 
will also develop a stronger governance team.  Effective and varied strategies to develop 
trusting relationships with board members were underscored by all superintendents and 
highlighted in the themes.  A trusting and constructive relationship between the 
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superintendent and school board is vital to implementing policies and procedures that 
ensure equitable outcomes for all students (Fullan, 2005; Youssef, 2017). 
Finding 2: Frequent Communication Is Important to Superintendent Effectiveness 
 Frequent and targeted communication strategies are important for superintendents 
to effectively work with their board members and enable superintendents to successfully 
implement initiatives.  All of the superintendents referenced communication strategies 
targeted to different political styles.  Some of these strategies are proactive and 
instructional and focus on communicating common messages.  Other strategies should be 
more tailored to individuals and informal.  Learning the board members’ political styles, 
crafting communication strategies to those styles, and having a collection of strategies to 
draw on was found to be most effective.  Poor communication often results in increased 
conflict and an inability for both the board members and the superintendent to fulfill their 
roles appropriately (Kowalski, 2005; Mountford, 2004). 
Finding 3: Governance Training Is Important to Role Clarity and Decision-Making 
 Superintendents who provide ongoing governance training and clarify the roles of 
board members are better equipped to make decisions and lead the district.  When 
planning for all board members, regardless of political style, superintendents can provide 
training through CSBA, county offices of education, and consultants hired to work on-
site with board members.  Superintendents and board members should develop an 
ongoing training schedule and reinforce clear roles through meeting procedures and 
policies in a way appropriate to all political styles.  Governance training is especially 
important for board members newly elected to their positions and for board members 
who are assertive, based on the political style matrix.  Effective governance training can 
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result in a nuanced understanding of board member and superintendent roles and provide 
a foundation to more effectively work together (Brierton et al., 2016; Kowalski & Bjork, 
2005). 
Finding 4: Reflection and Personal Mastery Is Essential to Superintendents 
Effectively Working With Board Members 
 Superintendents who practice and exercise personal learning techniques such as 
meditation and journaling are more likely to be reflective and successful working with 
school board members.  Superintendents who examine their own actions, learn though 
coaching, mentorship, and coursework, and take the time to self-reflect when working 
with their school board are better equipped to adjust their own actions and strategies to 
the political styles of their school board members.  By displaying self-awareness and 
monitoring their own ego, superintendents can adjust and balance their own vision and 
passion with the vision and passion of their board members.  Personal mastery strategies 
are particularly important in these small rural communities with close social networks 
and strong familial and community connections.  Deep, personal reflection supports 
leaders in effectively managing emotions, making decisions, communicating, and 
developing relationships (Senge, 1990; Wheatley, 2006). 
Finding 5: Superintendents Should Expect Evolving Political Style and Strategies of 
Board Members 
 Superintendents need to be aware of and open to the evolution of their own 
individual political style and the political styles of their board members.  Reflection, 
personal mastery, and experience resulted in some superintendents reporting a change or 
refinement of their political style throughout their tenure.  Additionally, some 
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superintendents related stories about their board members’ political styles evolving over 
time as those members gained knowledge and skills and refined their mindsets about the 
roles and responsibilities of the superintendent and the board.  Superintendents should be 
open to these evolving roles and be responsive by adjusting strategies to accommodate 
these changing styles.  The complexity of the superintendency requires perceptiveness, 
attention to details, the ability to clarify roles, transparency, responsiveness, and 
preparation from those who take on this role (De Luca, 2002; Bryk & Schneider, 2002; 
Kowalski, 1999; Kowalski & Bjork, 2005; White et al., 2016). 
Unexpected Findings 
There were four unexpected findings from this research.  First, there were more 
board members identified with passive political styles.  The second was that most 
superintendents described attempts by board members to remove them from their 
positions and delineated the specific strategies they used in response.  The third was that 
superintendents did not identify specific governance strategies for arrangers, developers, 
or analysts.  Finally, many of the strategies identified by superintendents were not 
deployed in isolation but in combination. 
The most commonly identified styles of board members are classified as passive.  
Ten of the 25 board members (40%) identified had passive political styles: analyst, 
adaptor, and supporter.  Nine of the 25 board members (36%) studied were identified as 
assertive.  Assertive political styles include challenger, arranger, and strategist.  Only six 
board members (24%) were identified as moderately engaged, which includes planner, 
balancer, and developer.  If a board has a higher proportion of passive political styles, it 
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can be argued that the superintendent needs be more communicative and use 
communication strategies outlined in this study.  
The second unexpected finding was that four of the five superintendents reported 
efforts by school board members or statements by school board members intended to 
actively remove them from their positions.  These actions and statements seem to have 
been made at the start and throughout the tenure of these superintendents.  The four 
superintendents recounted their efforts to quickly understand the motives of board 
members and utilize strategies to address those specific motives.  The superintendents 
acknowledged that many of the actions taken to remove them were associated with the 
board members’ desire to address a controversial issue such as health education or a 
change initiative within the district. 
The third unexpected finding was that the superintendents who identified the 
political styles of arranger, developer, or analyst on their boards did not articulate specific 
governance strategies in working with them.  For these three styles, the superintendents 
described political situations in which they intentionally deployed strategies from the 
other themes of communication, relationships, and personal mastery.  As developers and 
strategists, the superintendents displayed a nuanced understanding of the needs of each of 
the arrangers, developers, or analysts to work within their own political style.  For 
example, the arrangers’ commonly held self-perception of having capacity in education 
and governance policy may provide insight into the lack of formal governance strategies 
adopted by superintendents for this political style.  Knowing that the arrangers felt 
confident in their own knowledge of governance, the superintendents instead relied on 
other strategies such as communication and coaching. 
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The final unexpected finding was that the strategies identified by superintendents 
were not deployed in isolation but in intricate, intuitive combinations.  A deep and 
nuanced understanding of how to weave together strategies became evident during the 
interviews.  The type of communication, governance training, and relationship building 
were firmly based on the status of the current relationship and a multifaceted 
understanding of the superintendent’s level of personal mastery.  Many of the strategies 
adopted were grounded in an emotional understanding of what was needed rather than an 
intellectual decision.  The strategies selected “felt right” in some way and only became 
evident upon reflection by the superintendent as they were thinking back and reflecting.  
Conclusions 
Conclusion 1: Regular Communication Is Key in Managing Superintendent and 
Board Member Relationships 
 It is concluded that superintendents who strategically and transparently 
communicate on a regular basis are more effective leaders and are better able to manage 
relationships with their board members.  All superintendents described using a variety of 
communication strategies to both inform members and listen to and understand members’ 
needs thoughts, needs, and concerns.  Being authentic, accurate, and trustworthy when 
communicating was described as important by all superintendents.  Establishing learning 
as the ultimate goal of all communication came through in the stories about, and 
descriptions of, communication strategies.  Superintendent 3 described striving to 
“validate or value their input, value their concerns, and making sure they feel understood 
and heard.”  Effective communication has been identified as essential to a 
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superintendent’s leadership ability to lead his or her board (Campbell & Greene, 1994; 
Kowalski, 2005; Petersen & Short, 2001).   
Conclusion 2: Superintendents Who Dedicate Time and Energy Develop 
Relationships and Trust With Board Members 
 Based on the findings of this study and supported by research, it is concluded that 
superintendents who dedicate time and energy to getting to know board members 
personally, understanding their strengths professionally, and recognizing their personal 
agendas establish stronger, more trusting relationships.  Additionally, these trusting 
relationships are more resilient in times of change or conflict.  Strategies to intentionally 
build relationships were employed by all superintendents in this study.  Relationships was 
the second most coded theme.  Superintendent 1 emphasized being purposeful in 
developing relationships as “very strategic and that’s been huge in terms of building that 
relationship and seeing more perspectives.  [Meeting informally], we can talk through 
those issues in a different way than we can talk through in a board meeting.”  Referring to 
the ruralness of the district, he continued, “Our numbers are smaller . . . and the 
relationship piece is more intense in a small district because everything’s personal.” 
Trusting relationships allow the superintendent to maintain mutuality and affinity with 
board members (Marzano et al., 2005).  
Conclusion 3: Superintendents Who Focus on Personal Mastery Adjust Strategies to 
Board Members’ Political Style 
 It is concluded that superintendents who develop reflective practices and 
concentrate on personal learning and mastery are better able to understand their own 
political styles and the political styles of their board members and implement and, thus, 
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adjust strategies effectively.  Superintendents must consistently reflect on their own 
actions and learn new strategies across all themes reported in this study.  Managing and 
adapting emotions, thoughts, and actions takes concentration and intentionality from 
superintendents.  Personal mastery also includes the ability to be fully invested in 
personal relationships while standing back to take in the big picture while adjusting their 
actions to be more effective leaders.  According to Senge (1990), “The sense of 
connectedness and compassion characteristic of individuals with high levels of personal 
mastery naturally leads to a broader vision” of the world and yields energy to pursue 
expansive goals (p. 161). 
Conclusion 4: Providing Governance Training and Clarifying Roles Improves a 
Superintendent’s Ability to Work With Board Members 
 It is concluded that superintendents who do not schedule regular governance 
trainings, engage with their boards in coaching opportunities, and clarify roles and 
responsibilities will not have stronger governance structures, which reinforces the ability 
of the board members and superintendent to have discussions, make decisions, and 
improve outcomes for students.  Building the capacity of board members includes 
attention to knowledge, skills, and mindset.  All superintendents described a variety of 
opportunities for board members to learn collectively and individually.  Learning 
opportunities include formal training and workshops from organizations like CSBA, 
board study sessions presented by outside consultants, coaching by the superintendent 
and other board members, and readings and data analysis to prepare for board meetings.   
Many of the superintendents suggested a need to adjust trainings to take place in 
nearby locations to reduce the time to travel from rural areas and to tailor trainings to 
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meet the specific needs of the rural board members.  Finally, some superintendents used 
their skills as strategists and developers to rely on coaching to support governance skills 
and knowledge.  Governance training supports effective working relationships between 
board members and superintendents (Brierton et al., 2016; CSBA, n.d.-a, n.d.-b; 
Kowalski & Brunner, 2011). 
Conclusion 5: Superintendents Create a Tapestry of Strategies to Effectively Work 
With Evolving Political Style and Strategies 
 It is concluded that superintendents who create a tapestry of strategies to work 
with the various political styles are more successful than those who restrict themselves to 
individual strategies.  Although building strong relationships was identified more than 
any other theme, the superintendents never built relationships in isolation.  Relationship 
building was often combined with specific communication strategies to reinforce the 
relationship and provide time for reflection about the relationship.  Superintendents need 
to take a whole-part perspective when addressing political styles of board members.  The 
whole-part perspective means that a superintendent would think through the existing 
relationship, previously effective communication strategies, levels of engagement in 
governance training, and his or her own emotions and beliefs.  The superintendents 
would then also consider the needs and perspectives of the board members themselves, 
the district staff and students, and the community.  This intuitive process allows 
superintendents to see interconnects, have more compassion, and develop a deeper 
commitment (Senge, 1990). 
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Implications for Action 
Understanding politics, power, and influence is important for any leader of an 
organization.  It is especially important for superintendents to negotiate the political 
styles of board members given the often volatile tenure of superintendents and the 
improved outcomes for students in districts with longer superintendent tenure.  The 
following section delineates implications for the integration of these findings into 
learning opportunities for superintendents, school board members, and other 
administrators and stakeholders in order to improve their effectiveness as education 
leaders. 
Implication 1: Integration of Political Styles Into 21CSLA 
 Approved in 2019, California Education Code Section 4469(c)(1) establishes 
processes to develop high-quality professional learning opportunities for administrators 
and other school leaders, including superintendents.  Titled the 21st Century California 
School Leadership Academy (21CSLA), this initiative provides funding for school 
administrators to receive training to become more effective educational leaders.  It is 
imperative that the developers of 21CSLA use the political styles matrix and provide 
training on the successful political strategies identified in this study.  Becoming familiar 
with the matrix would prepare administrators and superintendents to implement strategies 
associated with the political styles and would provide 21CSLA instructors to coach the 
administrators and superintendents during implementation.  The safety of the cohort 
model of 21CSLA would also allow administrators and superintendents to be vulnerable 
with peers to discuss both successes and challenges in using the political style matrix and 
implementing strategies.  
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Implication 2: Political Styles Training Modules 
 Similar to the 12CSLA, the Association of California School Administrators 
(ACSA) offers a variety of professional learning opportunities for a variety of school 
leaders including superintendents, site principals, business administrators, human 
resources administrators, and prospective school and district leaders.  These various 
leadership academies are revised on a yearly basis to incorporate new and evolving 
content, research, and education policies.  Working with ACSA leaders and trainers to 
incorporate the political styles matrix and associated strategies is imperative.  Specific 
programs that would benefit from a module that incorporates the political styles matrix 
and strategies include ACSA Superintendents Academy, Leading the Leaders, ACSA 
Mentor Program, and Executive Leadership Center (ELC).   
ACSA has a membership reaching across California and has a reputation for 
providing high-quality learning opportunities.  By developing a learning module to equip 
leaders to use the political styles matrix across the ACSA leadership academies, they will 
build the capacity of leaders in a variety of district roles to implement the matrix across 
school districts. Adapting the political style matrix beyond use by the superintendent will 
encourage broader and more effective transformation of culture districtwide to respond to 
the political styles of board members. 
Implication 3: CSBA Trainings and Conference 
 The CSBA Masters in Governance (MIG) program offers an opportunity to 
provide training to board members and superintendents by petitioning the CSBA 
Advisory Board to incorporate the political style matrix and associated strategies into its 
learning courses and a specific training module.  Tied to two themes of this research, 
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Course 5 deepens an understanding of the roles and responsibilities of the board and 
develops strategies for effective communication (CSBA, 2020).  The stated goal of the 
MIG program is to equip “board members and superintendents with knowledge and skills 
to build and support an effective governance structure” (CSBA, 2020, para. 1). 
The political styles matrix and the related strategies constitute both the knowledge 
and skills necessary for effective governance.  By recommending to the CSBA Advisory 
Board that the political styles matrix and strategies become the cornerstone of the MIG, 
superintendents and board members would be set up for success.  The materials could be 
spread across the program introduction, course materials, and handouts to ensure 
consistent and coherent learning.  Additionally, CSBA offers an annual conference for 
superintendents and school board members and the political style matrix and associated 
strategies could be a preconference topic, focused session, or strand to create more 
awareness. 
Implication 4: California Labor Management Initiative  
 The California Labor Management Initiative (CLMI) strives to engage district and 
bargaining unit leadership “as collaborative partners in creating, resources, and 
implementing solutions resulting in a strong public education system that serves every 
student in California” (Californians Dedication to Education, 2020, para. 1.)  Both ACSA 
and CSBA serve on the steering committee and are partners in this work to create better 
working relationships between district leadership and bargaining units.  Brandman 
faculty and peer researchers should make a proposal to the ACSA Executive Director to 
place this on their committee agenda to consider as a proposal at the CLMI meeting.   
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Collective bargaining is inherently political and the CLMI would benefit from the 
integration of the political styles matrix and related strategies to support stronger, more 
effective relationships and communication structures.  By broadening the scope of 
training to include bargaining units, the political styles matrix and the political strategies 
would have a higher probability of becoming part of a district’s culture. 
Implication 5: Job Embedded Coaching 
 Job embedded coaching has been shown to be an effective strategy to develop the 
leadership skills of educators (Zepeda, 2018).  Coaching has been shown to increase 
tenure, enhance a leader’s ability to communicate, and improve outcomes for students.  
Similar outcomes can be gained by developing a guidebook to provide coaching to 
superintendents seeking to use the political styles matrix and implement the strategies 
associated with the various political styles.  This coaching guidebook can provide a 
common philosophy to be used by the many organizations working to support 
superintendents and board members.  By coming together to create a common tool and 
not using a scattershot approach, 21CSLA, ACSA, CSBA, and the CLMI would increase 
the effectiveness of the trainings by incorporating the political styles matrix training 
modules and associated strategies collectively.. 
Implication 6: Online Self-Assessment Tool  
 Several of the superintendents reported having difficulty identifying the styles of 
their board members because many of the political styles descriptions are nuanced.  
Additionally, self-reported data can often be exaggerated or biased and respondents might 
be reluctant to reveal uncomfortable or embarrassing details.  The impact of the political 
styles matrix could be improved with the development of an online, self-reflection tool 
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developed by the peer research team and faculty advisors from Brandman University. 
This online, self-reflection tool would be similar to Strengths Finder 2.0 (Rath, 2007) or 
the Leadership 360 Assessment (NYC Leadership Academy, 2018) and would assist 
superintendents and board members in more successfully identifying political styles.  
The impact of the political styles matrix could be improved with the development 
of an online self-assessment tool. This tool would be similar to Strengths Finder 2.0 or 
the Leadership 360 Assessment The superintendent would answer a series of questions, 
which would allow an algorithm to specify his or her political style.  Then, board 
members would also respond to a series of questions about the superintendent to 
triangulate the data and refine the political style identification.  This process could be 
repeated for each of the school board members.  Although more time consuming, an 
online political style identification tool would be more reliable.  The online program 
could also then format a report to share the most effective strategies with the 
superintendent and board members. 
Recommendations for Further Research 
Based on the findings and research of this study, the researcher believes there are 
many areas for further research.  This study was limited in scope to identify the political 
styles of superintendents and school board members of rural elementary school districts 
and to understand the strategies superintendents of rural elementary districts use to work 
with their board members.  These recommendations expand upon and deepen the 
research conducted in this study. 
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Recommendation 1: Meta-Analysis of Political Styles Dissertations 
 It is recommended that a meta-analysis be conducted to determine trends and 
patterns of data from the 10 peer research studies conducted by fellow Brandman 
University students.  These peer researchers conducted studies using the same research 
questions and methodology but targeting different populations.  Research populations 
included rural elementary school districts, suburban unified districts, high school 
districts, ROP districts, and districts led by Latino and female superintendents.  A meta-
analysis would allow a researcher to assess the strength of evidence presented, 
understand the consistency of strategies across different populations, and determine 
larger trends and patterns regarding the political styles and strategies identified in this 
study.  Results from a meta-analysis would strengthen the professional learning materials 
and resources developed from this research. 
Recommendation 2: Replication Study of Board Members 
 It is recommended that a replication study be conducted using the same 
methodology but with school board members as the subjects.  Ideally, the replication 
study would include surveys and interviews about political styles and strategies using 
board members as the target population.  One limitation of this study is that the styles and 
strategies identified are from the perspective of the superintendent only and could be 
subject to bias.  By replicating this sequential explanatory mixed methods study with 
board members, researchers would be better able to assure that the results are reliable and 
valid and further determine the generalizability of the results.  Future research including 
board members could be presented at and incorporated into CSBA events and resources. 
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Recommendation 3: Replication Study of Rural Superintendent-Principals 
 It is recommended that a replication study be conducted targeting rural 
superintendent-principals.  Rural superintendent-principals were excluded from this study 
because their role is unique.  These leaders are a distinctive population and specific 
strategies need to be identified to increase the effectiveness of professional learning 
opportunities for them specifically.  In this dual administrative role, the superintendent-
principal is often required to prioritize the responsibilities of each role.  Data and findings 
from this study indicated that superintendents in rural communities paid particular 
attention to personal mastery and reflection on their own words and actions.  As leaders 
who are overwhelmed, superintendent-principals need effective, time-saving strategies to 
concentrate on personal mastery and pay attention to other pressing matters when 
working with their board members. 
Recommendation 4: Strategies Used by Female Superintendents 
 It is recommended that a mixed methods study be conducted to collect data about 
the political styles of, and strategies used by, female superintendents be incorporated into 
a comparative study to discover patterns or trends specific to female superintendents.  A 
comparative study provides researchers with data to understand the similarities and 
differences between two populations.  For this comparative study, important data could 
be discovered related to any gender-specific strategies that might be particularly effective 
when working with school board members and would be a beneficial addition to any 
professional learning opportunity for superintendents.   
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Recommendation 5: Differentiate Strategies by Setting 
 It is recommended that a mixed methods study be conducted to identify and 
differentiated political strategies by settings, including urban, suburban, and rural.  
Findings in this study showed that rural superintendents selected strategies based on the 
social structure of their small, isolated communities.  Social and familial connections 
often impacted why they selected strategies and the outcome of the strategies selected.  A 
future researcher could analyze any of these findings and conduct a study to more deeply 
focus on the strategies differentiated by setting.  These setting-specific strategies would 
be a valuable addition to any professional learning opportunity presented through ACSA 
or CSBA. 
Recommendation 6: Superintendent and Board Member Longevity Study 
 It is recommended that a longitudinal, mixed methods study be conducted to 
better understand the impact of longevity on the evolving political styles and strategies of 
both superintendents and board members.  This study provided several data points that 
indicated superintendents were aware of their own evolving political style over time and 
worked to influence the political styles of their board members through relationship 
building, governance training, and communication.  However, these data were not robust 
enough to justify a finding.  A longitudinal study would be time intensive but would 
provide data to better understand the evolving political styles and strategies of 
superintendents and board members. 
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Recommendation 7: Strategies Used by Superintendents of County Offices of 
Education 
 It is recommended that this sequential explanatory mixed methods study be 
conducted with superintendents of county offices of education (COEs).  Currently COEs 
are undergoing a transformation of their roles as support providers to local education 
agencies within the system of support.  Superintendents of COEs are distinct because 
they can be elected rather than appointed and work with an elected school board.  This 
highly political environment would contribute valuable data about the political styles of 
the superintendents of COEs and the strategies they use to work with their board 
members.  Professional development opportunities could be made available through the 
California County Superintendents Education Services Association. 
Concluding Remarks and Reflections 
Understanding how groups and individuals interact requires one to understand 
politics and political styles (Fairholm, 2009).  Defining politics is complicated by its vast 
history but includes elements of religion, economics, sociology, psychology, power, and 
influence (S. A. Lakoff, 2011).  As the leaders of complex organizations, school district 
superintendents must reflect on their own political styles and develop strategies to work 
effectively with their board members (Bjork, 2005).  Because superintendent longevity 
has been linked to increased student achievement (Marzano et al., 2005), it is imperative 
that superintendents understand their own political styles and the political styles of their 
board members as well as the most effective strategies to work with those styles. 
I am grateful for the opportunity this study provided for me to interact with and 
learn from such hard-working and dedicated rural superintendents of elementary districts.  
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Their willingness to candidly share stories about their challenges and successes provided 
the data I needed to better understand the impact this study might have.  As a result of 
their openness, I am better prepared to support COEs and local education agencies across 
California in my role with the California Collaborative for Educational Excellence.   
 As the review of research and the data from this study confirmed, being 
successful within a political system is really about being successful working with people.  
This study emphasized the need to develop trusting relationships, establish 
communication systems, provide ongoing training, and take the time to implement 
reflective practices.  If superintendents are able to be intentional about the strategies they 
select and the growth of their own political skills, then they will be better able to adapt in 
an ever-changing educational environment. 
 As educational organizations, state education leaders, and superintendents 
themselves become more aware of the need to understand political styles and effective 
strategies for working with those styles, the findings and recommendations of this 
research will become more important.  In rural communities where social and familial 
connections can be complicated for any leader to navigate, superintendents of elementary 
districts must accept the challenge of develop and refine effective political strategies to 
work with their board members, staff, and community members.  
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APPENDIX B 
Superintendent and School Board Political Styles Interview Protocol  
Script and Interview Questions 
Interviewer: Roni Jones 
Interview time planned: Approximately one hour 
Interview place:  Participant’s office or other agreed upon location 
Recording: Digital voice recorder 
Written:  Field and observational notes 
My name is _________________ and I (brief description of what you do).  I am a 
doctoral candidate at Brandman University in the area of Organizational Leadership. I am 
a part of a team conducting research to understand the political styles of superintendents 
and identify strategies exemplary superintendents use to work with different political 
styles of board members.   The nine political styles used in this study are depicted by 
White, Fox, and Harvey’s (2016) framework of politically intelligent leadership, which 
you have already used in a survey to identify the political styles of your board members. 
Political styles, as used in this research, are composed of a set of values, 
preferences, and priorities that are reflected in leader behaviors and attitudes in working 
with individual board members.  Political strategies are actions or methods used to 
influence the behavior of others. 
I want to thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview on political 
strategies and participating in our electronic survey prior to this interview.  This interview 
is intended to explore further information which you provided in the electronic survey.  
For your reference, I am providing you with the matrix of political styles, which was 
previously provided for your participation in the survey.  I also brought a description of 
the different political styles for your reference that you may use at any point during the 
interview.  
Our team is conducting approximately 50 interviews with leaders like yourself.  
The information you share, along with the others, will hopefully provide a clear picture of 
the thoughts and strategies exemplary leaders use to work with different political styles of 
board members in their organizations and will add to the body of research currently 
available.  
The questions I will be asking are the same for everyone participating in the 
study.  The reason for this is to try to guarantee, as much as possible, that all interviews 
with participating superintendents will be conducted in a consistent manner. 
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Informed Consent 
I want to remind you any information that is obtained in connection to this study 
will remain confidential.  All of the data will be reported without reference to any 
individual(s) or any institution(s).  For ease of our discussion and accuracy, I will record 
our conversation as indicated in the Informed Consent sent to you via email. I will have 
the recording transcribed to a Word document and will send it to you via electronic mail 
so that you can check to make sure that I have accurately captured your thoughts and 
ideas. The digital recording will be erased. 
Did you receive the Informed Consent and Brandman Bill of Rights I sent you via 
email? Do you have any questions or need clarification about either document? If so, 
would you be so kind as to sign the hard copy of the IRB requirements for me to collect? 
We have scheduled an hour for the interview.  At any point during the interview, 
you may ask that I skip a particular question or stop the conversation altogether. 
Do you have any questions before we begin? Okay, let’s get started, and thanks so 
much for your time. 
Questions  
Repeat questions for each of the styles on the Board. For each political style the 
superintendent identifies on his/her board:  
Strategies and Styles: The intent is to ask about each board member recognizing that it 
is possible, but not likely, that they could all be identified as having the same style. 
Asking for a story for each separate Board Member will enrich the data. 
1. Board Member 1 has a style identified as ____________. Can you share a story 
about a time when this/these Board Member(s) demonstrated some of the 
characteristics of this style? 
○    ALTERNATE: Board Members 1 and 4 have been identified as 
_________. Can you share a story about a time when Board Member 1 
demonstrated some of the characteristics of this style and then share a 
story for Board Member 4? 
2. What strategies did you use to respond? 
Conflict and Strategies 
3. On other occasions that posed potential conflict with this/these Board Member(s), 
either with you or other Board Members, what strategies did you use before, 
during or after? 
Effectiveness 
4. What strategies did you use that were not effective with this/these Board 
Member(s)? 
Effective Political Strategies 
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5. Having worked with this/these Board Member(s) through different governance 
issues, what would you say is the most effective strategy you have used to reach a 
successful outcome? 
After you have asked questions about each board member: 
1. You identified your political style as _____________. What have you learned 
about your own political style in working with your Board? 
2. What are the strategies that have worked extremely well with all the Board 
Member styles? 
3. What are the strategies that are only effective with certain Board Member styles? 
4. Are there any other ideas you have about strategies you have used with your 
Board that you would like to share? 
Prompts can be used at any point that you feel that the answer was not sufficient in 
detail.  You may not ask any of them but they are there to be used if needed. 
1. “What did you mean by …” 
2. “Do you have more to add?” 
3. “Would you expand upon that a bit?" 
4. “Why do think that was the case?” 
5. “Could you please tell me more about …” 
6. “Can you give me an example of …” 
7. “How did you feel about that?” 
8. “Why do you think that strategy was so effective?” 
Political Styles (White et al., 2016) 
 
Political Style Definitions 
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The following section defines terms as they are used in this study.  These terms were 
collaboratively developed by a team of peer researchers studying political styles and 
strategies of superintendents, as noted in the Preface.  The definitions are organized 
around the nine political styles matrix based on initiative and interest.  The styles are 
listed as self-interest, blended interests and organizational interest for each initiative: 
passive, engaged and assertive.  
 
Passive Political Styles 
Analyst.  Analysts are passive and oriented toward self-interest over organizational 
interest.  They are primarily focused on tasks over relationships and will seek evidence, 
proof, and detailed analysis before risking a change (Bolman & Deal, 1991; Boulgarides 
& Cohen, 2001; De Luca, 2002; Rowe & Boulgarides, 1992; White et al., 2016). 
 
Adaptor.  Adaptors are pragmatists who generally support organizational changes and 
team decisions, provided they do not perceive personal risk.  An adaptor is one who 
presents a passive, cooperative political style balanced between self-interest and 
organizational interests.  (Bobic, Davis, & Cunningham, 1999; Church & Waclawski, 
1998; Kirton, 1976; White et al., 2016). 
 
Supporter.  Supporters are characterized as risk-averse, selfless, and passive devotees, 
backers, or advocates of the organization’s visions and goals. Supporters seek harmony 
and hesitate to take sides, though make decisions and provide resources that align with 
the organization’s goals (CSBA, 2016; De Luca, 2002; White et al., 2016). 
 
Moderately Engaged Political Styles 
Planner.  Planners demonstrate modest initiative in political ventures and are typically 
focused on self-interests rather than organizational interests.  Planners gather and analyze 
data for potential personal risks, putting constraints on decision making.  (Hackman, 
2002; Hackman & Wageman, 2005; White et al., 2016). 
   
Balancer.  Balancers blend self and organizational interests. Focused on the prevention 
of disequilibrium, balancers use their knowledge of the organization’s culture to 
diplomatically shift their support, when needed to maintain stability, harmony, and 
equanimity.   (Sheehan, 1989; White et al., 2016). 
 
Developer.  Developers work behind the scenes to coach or challenge others to build 
skills that can positively advance organizational interests to which they are fully 
committed.  Developers exhibit a high level of self-awareness of their own knowledge 
and skill (De Luca, 2002; Goleman, 2000; Rath, 2007; White et al., 2016).   
   
Assertive Political Styles 
Challenger.  Challengers are characterized by self-interest, assertive behavior and 
confidence in their own vision, ideas, and goals, which inspires a strong desire to lead 
and make decisions quickly.  Challengers see themselves as movers and shakers, 
efficient, politically strategic, aggressive, and willing to confront the views of others in an 
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attempt to influence outcomes (De Luca, 2002; Jasper, 1999; Meyer, Jenness, & Ingram, 
2005; Polletta, 2004; White, et al., 2016). 
 
Arranger.  Arrangers use a political style in which they are assertive in pursuing their 
goals that are a blend of both organizational priorities and their own self-interests.   They 
build a power base by connecting with many people.  Arrangers will take risks to advance 
their goals and are strategic in combining resources (De Luca, 2002; Effelsberg, Solga, & 
Gurt, 2014; White et al., 2016). 
 
Strategist.  Strategists are visionary, open to new ideas, and collaborative. They 
empower others and model the organization’s values. Supporting organizational interests 
over self-interests, they strategically use a variety of approaches to propose new 
initiatives, engage diverse stakeholders, elicit commitment and make purposeful 
decisions (De Luca, 2002; Dergel, 2014; White, et al., 2016). 
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APPENDIX C 
Brandman University’s Institutional Review Board Approval Letter 
Dear Roni Jones, 
Congratulations, your IRB application to conduct research has been approved by the 
Brandman University Institutional Review Board.  This approval grants permission for 
you to proceed with data collection for your research.  Please keep this email for your 
records, as it will need to be included in your research appendix. 
If any issues should arise that are pertinent to your IRB approval, please contact the IRB 
immediately at BUIRB@brandman.edu. If you need to modify your BUIRB application 
for any reason, please fill out the "Application Modification Form" before proceeding 
with your research. The Modification form can be found at the following link: 
https://irb.brandman.edu/Applications/Modification.pdf.  
Best wishes for a successful completion of your study. 
Thank you, 
Doug DeVore, Ed.D. 
Professor 
Organizational Leadership 
BUIRB Chair 
ddevore@brandman.edu 
www.brandman.edu 
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APPENDIX D 
Invitation to Participate Letter 
Letter of Invitation  
Study: How Rural Superintendents Perceive Political Styles of School Board and the 
Strategies Superintendents Employ to Work with Them 
September___, 2019 
Dear Prospective Study Participant:  
You are invited to participate in a mixed methods research study about How Rural 
Superintendents Perceived Political Styles of School Board and the Strategies 
Superintendents Employ to Work with Them using the Politic Styles Matrix. The main 
investigator of this study is Roni Jones, Doctoral Candidate in Brandman University’s 
Doctor of Education in Organizational Leadership program. You were chosen to 
participate in this study because you are a superintendent within a rural school district 
who met four of eight criteria because of your known expertise in understanding the 
political styles of the School Board and developing strategies to work with them.  
Five rural superintendents from California will participate in this study through an 
electronic survey. Five participants will participate through an interview. Participation in 
the survey should take 15-20 minutes. Participation in the interview should require about 
one hour of your time. Both are entirely voluntary. You may withdraw from the study at 
any time without any consequences.  
PURPOSE: The purpose of this mixed methods study is to identify political styles and 
describe what strategies rural superintendents use based on the Politic Styles Matrix.  
PROCEDURES: If you decide to participate in the study, you will be sent an e-mail link 
to the electronic Survey Monkey survey. Participants will complete the survey and 
submit their responses. Five participants will be selected to be interviewed by the 
researcher. If chosen for the interview, you will be asked a series of questions designed to 
allow you to share your experiences as a superintendent within a rural school district, 
who understands the political styles of the School Board and developing strategies to 
work with them. The interview session will be audio-recorded and transcribed.  
RISKS, INCONVENIENCES, AND DISCOMFORTS: There are minimal risks to 
your participation in this research study. It may be inconvenient for you to arrange time 
for the interview questions, so for that purpose, online surveys will also be made 
accessible.  
POTENTIAL BENEFITS: There are no major benefits to you for participation, but 
your feedback could help identify strategies superintendents use to work with the 
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differing political styles of their Board Members. The information from this study is 
intended to inform researchers, policymakers, and educators.  
ANONYMITY: Records of information that you provide for the research study and any 
personal information you provide will not be linked in any way. It will not be possible to 
identify you as the person who provided any specific information for the study.  
You are encouraged to ask questions, at any time, that will help you understand how this 
study will be performed and/or how it will affect you. You may contact me at (530) 906- 
7453 or by e-mail at rjones20@mail.brandman.edu. You can also contact Dr. Keith 
Larick by e-mail at larick@brandman.edu.  
If you have any further questions or concerns about this study or your rights as a study 
participant, you may write or call the Office of the Executive Vice Chancellor of 
Academic Affairs, Brandman University, 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, 
CA 92618, (949) 341-7641.  
Respectfully, 
Roni Jones 
Roni Jones 
Doctoral Candidate, Brandman University 
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APPENDIX E 
Brandman University Research Participants Bill of Rights 
 
BRANDMAN UNIVERSITY INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD  
 
Research Participant’s Bill of Rights  
 
Any person who is requested to consent to participate as a subject in an experiment, or 
who is requested to consent on behalf of another, has the following rights:  
 
1. To be told what the study is attempting to discover.  
2. To be told what will happen in the study and whether any of the procedures,  
drugs or devices are different from what would be used in standard practice.  
3. To be told about the risks, side effects or discomforts of the things that may  
happen to him/her.  
4. To be told if he/she can expect any benefit from participating and, if so, what the  
benefits might be.  
5. To be told what other choices he/she has and how they may be better or worse  
than being in the study.  
6. To be allowed to ask any questions concerning the study both before agreeing to  
be involved and during the course of the study.  
7. To be told what sort of medical treatment is available if any complications arise.  
8. To refuse to participate at all before or after the study is started without any  
adverse effects.  
9. To receive a copy of the signed and dated consent form.  
10. To be free of pressures when considering whether he/she wishes to agree to be  
in the study.  
 
If at any time you have questions regarding a research study, you should ask the 
researchers to answer them. You also may contact the Brandman University Institutional 
Review Board, which is concerned with the protection of volunteers in research projects. 
The Brandman University Institutional Review Board may be contacted either by 
telephoning the Office of Academic Affairs at (949) 341-9937 or by writing to the Vice 
Chancellor of Academic Affairs, Brandman University, 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, 
Irvine, CA, 92618.  
 
 
 
 
Brandman University IRB    Adopted   September 2018  
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APPENDIX F 
Informed Consent Form 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH  
BRANDMAN UNIVERSITY 16355 LAGUNA CANYON ROAD IRVINE, CA 
92618  
RESEARCH STUDY TITLE: Perceived Political Styles of School Board and the 
Strategies Superintendents Employ to Work with Them 
RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Roni Jones, Doctoral Candidate  
TITLE OF CONSENT FORM: Consent to Participate in Research  
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY: This study is being conducted for a dissertation for the 
Doctor of Education in Organizational Leadership program at Brandman University. The 
purpose of this mixed methods study is to understand the political styles of the School 
Board and the strategies superintendents use to work with them. 
PROCEDURES: In participating in this research study, I agree to partake in an audio-
recorded semistructured interview or survey. The interview will take place in person at 
my school site or by phone and will last about one hour. During the interview or survey, I 
will be asked a series of questions designed to allow me to share my experiences as a 
superintendent, who understands the political styles of the School Board and develops 
strategies to work with them.  
I understand that:  
1. The possible risks or discomforts associated with this research are minimal. It 
may be inconvenient to spend up to one hour in the interview. However, the 
interview session will be held at my school site or at an agreed upon location, to 
minimize this inconvenience. Surveys will also be utilized depending upon 
participants scheduling availability.  
2. I will not be compensated for my participation in this study. The possible benefit 
of this study is to understand the political styles of the School Board and 
strategies to work with them. The findings and recommendations from this study 
will be made available to all participants.  
3. Any questions I have concerning my participation in this study will be answered 
by Roni Jones, Brandman University Doctoral Candidate. I understand that Ms. 
Jones may be contacted by phone at (530) 906-7453 or e-mail at 
rjones20@mail.brandman.edu. The dissertation chairperson may also answer 
questions: Dr. Keith Larick at larick@brandman.edu.  
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4. I may refuse to participate or withdraw from this study at any time without any 
negative consequences. Also, the investigator may stop the study at any time.  
5. The study will be audio-recorded, and the recordings will not be used beyond the 
scope of this project. Audio recordings will be used to transcribe the interviews. 
Once the interviews are transcribed, the audio and interview transcripts will be 
kept for a minimum of three years by the investigator in a secure location.  
6. No information that identifies me will be released without my separate consent 
and that all identifiable information will be protected to the limits allowed by law. 
If the study design or the use of the data is to be changed, I will be informed and 
my consent re-obtained. If I have any questions, comments, or concerns about the 
study or the informed consent process, I may write or call the Office of the 
Executive Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, Brandman University, 16355 
Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618, (949) 341-7641. I acknowledge that I 
have received a copy of this form and the Research Participant’s Bill of Rights. I 
have read the above and understand it and hereby voluntarily consent to the 
procedure(s) set forth.  
________________________________________ ____________________ 
Signature of Participant or Responsible Party    Date  
 
________________________________________ ____________________ 
Signature of Witness (if appropriate)     Date  
 
_________________________________________ ____________________ 
Signature of Principal Investigator     Date  
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APPENDIX G 
Audio Release Form 
RESEARCH STUDY TITLE: Perceived Political Styles of School Board and the 
Strategies Superintendents Employ to Work with Them  
BRANDMAN UNIVERSITY 16355 LAGUNA CANYON ROAD IRVINE, CA 
92618  
I authorize Roni Jones, Brandman University Doctoral Candidate, to record my voice. I 
give Brandman University and all persons or entities associated with this research study 
permission or authority to use this recording for activities associated with this research 
study.  
I understand that the recording will be used for transcription purposes and the 
information obtained during the interview, without any linkage to my identity, may be 
published in a journal/dissertation or presented at meetings/presentations.  
I will be consulted about the use of the audio recordings for any purpose other than those 
listed above. Additionally, I waive any right to royalties or other compensation arising or 
correlated to the use of information obtained from the recording.  
By signing this form, I acknowledge that I have completely read and fully understand the 
above release and agree to the outlined terms. I hereby release any and all claims against 
any person or organization utilizing this material.  
_______________________________________      _________________ 
Signature of Participant or Responsible Party   Date  
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APPENDIX H 
Field-Test Participant Feedback Questions 
While conducting the interview you should take notes of their clarification request or 
comments about not being clear about the question. After you complete the interview ask 
your field test interviewee the following clarifying questions. Try not to make it 
another interview; just have a friendly conversation. Either script or record their 
feedback so you can compare with the other two members of your team to develop your 
feedback report on how to improve the interview questions. 
 
1. How did you feel about the interview?  Do you think you had ample opportunities 
to describe what you do as a leader when working with your team or staff? 
2. Did you feel the amount of time for the interview was ok?   
3. Were the questions by and large clear or were there places where you were 
uncertain what was being asked?  
4. Can you recall any words or terms being asked about during the interview that 
were confusing?   
5. And finally, did I appear comfortable during the interview… (I’m pretty new at 
this)? 
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APPENDIX I 
Interview Feedback Reflection Questions 
Conducting interviews is a learned skill set/experience. Gaining valuable insight about 
your interview skills and affect with the interview will support your data gathering when 
interviewing the actual participants. As the researcher you should reflect on the questions 
below after completing the interview.  
You should also discuss the following reflection questions with your ‘observer’ after 
completing the interview field-test. The questions are written from your perspective as 
the interviewer. However, you can verbalize your thoughts with the observer and they 
can add valuable insight from their observation.  
1. How long did the interview take? Did the time seem to be appropriate? 
2. How did you feel during the interview?  Comfortable?  Nervous?   
3. Going into it, did you feel prepared to conduct the interview? Is there something 
you could have done to be better prepared? 
4. What parts of the interview went the most smoothly and why do you think that 
was the case? 
5. What parts of the interview seemed to struggle and why do you think that was the 
case? 
6. If you were to change any part of the interview, what would that part be and how 
would you change it? 
7. What suggestions do you have for improving the overall process? 
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APPENDIX J 
Field Test – Observer Feedback 
Conducting interviews is a learned skill set based on experience and feedback.  Gaining 
valuable insight about interview skills and affect with the interview will support the 
collection of data gathering when interviewing actual participant.  As the interview 
observer you should reflect on the questions below after the interview is finished.  You 
should provide independent feedback at the conclusion of the interview field test.  As 
observer you should take notes that will assist the interviewer to be successful in 
improving their interview skills. 
 
1. How long did the interview take? Did the time seem appropriate? 
2. Did the interviewer communicate in a receptive, cordial, and encouraging 
manner? 
3. Was the introduction of the interview friendly with the use of commonly 
understood language? 
4. How did the interviewee feel during the interview? 
5. Was the interviewer prepared and relaxed during the interview? 
6. Did the interviewee understand the interview questions or did they require 
clarification? 
7. What parts of the interview went smoothly and why? 
8. What parts of the interview seem to struggle and why do you think that was the 
case? 
9. Did the interviewer maintain objectivity and not interject value judgements or 
lead the interviewee? 
10. Did the interviewer take the opportunity to discuss or request artifacts that support 
the data gathered from the interview? 
11. If you were to change any part of the interview, what would that part be and how 
would you suggest changing it? 
12. What suggestions do you have for improving the overall process? 
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APPENDIX K 
Superintendent and School Board Political Styles Survey Feedback Form 
Survey Critique by Participants 
As a doctoral student and researcher at Brandman University your assistance is so 
appreciate in designing this survey instrument.  Your participation is crucial to the 
development of a valid and reliable instrument.  
Below are some questions that I appreciate your answering after completing the 
survey. Your answers will assist me in refining both the directions and the survey items.   
You have been provided with a paper copy of the survey, just to jog your memory if you 
need it.  Thanks so much. 
1. How many minutes did it take you to complete the survey, from the moment you 
opened it on the computer until the time you completed it? 
2. Did the portion up front that asked you to read the consent information and click 
the agree box before the survey opened concern you at all? If so, would you 
briefly state your concern 
3. Was the Introduction sufficiently clear (and not too long) to inform you what the 
research was about? If not, what would you recommend that would make it 
better?  
4. Were the directions to, and you understood what to do?  
If not, would you briefly state the problem. 
5. Were the brief descriptions of the rating scale choices prior to your completing 
the items clear, and did they provide sufficient differences among them for you to 
make a selection? If not, briefly describe the problem. 
6. As you progressed through the survey in which you gave a rating of # through #, 
if there were any items that caused you say something like, “What does this 
mean?”  Which item(s) were they?  Please use the paper copy and mark those that 
troubled you?   Or if not, please check here. 
Thank you for your help. 
 
 
  
213 
APPENDIX L 
National Institute of Health—Protecting Human Research Participants  
(Certificate of Completion) 
 
 
